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ABSTRACT 
According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), sub-Saharan Africa has the highest 
rate of child labour in the world. An estimated one third of the region’s boys and girls aged 5-
17 are believed to be ‘economically active’. These staggering figures have led to an 
international crusade to eliminate child labour globally, focusing on hazardous work because 
there is shared consensus among policymakers that it is a violation of human rights and a major 
impediment to human capital accumulation and therefore, stands in the way of sustainable 
economic growth in countries where it is found. 
 
One country in the region where this problem is particularly visible, and which has been heavily 
scrutinised by the ILO and implementation partners in particular for having high concentrations 
of what is referred to in the donor lexicon as Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL) is Ghana.  
A major focus of these assessments is artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM), low-tech, 
labour-intensive mineral extraction and processing which, throughout Ghana and most other 
areas in sub-Saharan Africa, is mostly poverty-driven, providing employment to otherwise 
incomeless families.  The campaign spearheaded by the ILO under the auspices of the WFCL 
agenda to eliminate child labour from ASM in Ghana and the wider sub-region builds a case 
around how young boys and girls carry out arduous work and are generally being exploited at 
sites.  
 
Recent research, however, has revealed that the child labour ‘problem’ in Ghana and rural sub-
Saharan Africa more broadly is far more nuanced than has been diagnosed by donors. The 
ASM sector is no exception: research undertaken over the past decade has shown that the 
growth of its activities linked to a wider de-agrarianisation process – specifically the 
movement of rural families into the nonfarm economy, in response to the inability of 
agriculture to sustain, fully, their economic needs – to which the child labour ‘problem’ 
diagnosed is inextricably linked. Specifically, the ASM sector, being the region’s most 
important rural nonfarm activity, has become a popular ‘off farm’ destination for hundreds of 
thousands of families and other jobless masses.  This movement has naturally contributed to 
the increased ‘presence’ of children at artisanal mines, where, contrary to the position of 
donors, work undertaken rarely extends beyond tasks similar to those carried out on family 
farms.   The case of Ghana, the location of one of the largest and more dynamic ASM 
economies in sub-Saharan Africa, illustrates this very clearly. 
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The aim of this thesis is to build on these observations by engaging more critically with the 
main debates on child labour with a view to articulating more comprehensively why children 
are pursuing ‘hazardous’ work in ASM camps across the region. It does this by analysing key 
policy documents, conducting observations and semi-structured interviews with policymakers, 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), community leaders, educators, parents and children. 
Together, these sources of information broach a rich range of issues for analysis and allow for 
the exploration and construction of broader discourses in connection with the main themes and 
theories of this research study. 
 
This thesis provides a more comprehensive picture of the child labour phenomenon in rural 
sub-Saharan Africa. Findings suggest that many of the so-called ‘exploited’ children in ASM 
are engaging in what ILO officials themselves would consider light work akin to the chores 
countless young African girls and boys perform on family farms; that children’s earnings are 
being used to alleviate the economic hardships of their households but that work is generally 
taking place outside of school hours and during school vacations; and that for some children, 
the sole motivation for working at mines is to generate sufficient money to pay for school fees.   
Overall, the research study informs debates on child labour, education and family hardship in 
the region, and arms policymakers with information to assist in their quests to tackle child 
labour and associated rural poverty – two priority issues identified in most of the region’s 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) and two central themes of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG), namely Target 4.1 (‘By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys 
complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant and 
effective learning outcomes’) and Target 8.7 (‘Take immediate and effective measures to 
eradicate forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition 
and elimination of the worst forms of child labour, including recruitment and use of child 
soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms’).  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
1.1  Introduction 
The introduction to the thesis is organised in three sections which will hopefully capture the key 
elements needed to understand the subject under inquiry and why the researcher felt it was 
important to undertake this investigation. The chapter starts in Section 1.1 by giving a general 
background of the study. Here, the researcher introduces the topic particularly focusing on why 
child labour is viewed as a problem in modern civilisation. This leads to Section 1.2, which 
delves into the context within which child labour is embedded; sub-Saharan Africa’s artisanal 
and small-scale mining (ASM) sector. Here, the researcher introduces the International Labour 
Organization’s (ILO) historical link to the child labour elimination agenda, then it gives a 
generic overview of the current policy challenge. Finally, Section 1.3 gives a chronological map 
of how the thesis will be organised (Figure 1.1) and offers a key reflection on what the thesis 
hopes to contribute to the Business Management and International Development fields. 
Figure 1.1 Structure of the thesis 
 
1.2 Background of the study: young faces in dangerous places 
In 2018, the International Labour Organization (ILO) released a report titled Towards the Urgent 
Elimination of Hazardous Child Labour. In the Foreword pages of the document, an emotionally 
charged picture of a Mongolian child miner is painted to draw attention to the innocence of 
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children, the harshness of poverty and the supposedly dangerous nature of the work involved. In 
under 300 words, the observer captures the essence of global intolerance towards child labour, 
reaffirming that there is no place for hazardous labour in modern civilisation: 
Eight-year-old Otgonbayar wakes up before dawn to search for water for his family’s 
livestock. It is a long walk in the desert, made dangerous by wild animals and the 
darkness. By the time he returns with a full bucket, his back hurts. He rubs it and sits 
down to rest, but his mother calls him and his siblings to come with her to work at the 
riverside. Otgonbayar’s family left their village for this isolated artisanal mining camp 
when his grandfather’s illness emptied the family’s savings. His father and older brothers 
start crushing the boulders. His father tells Otgonbayar this task is only for older boys 
who can lift the heavy tool over and over again. Sifting the crushed rock is usually left 
to the young children and women. Otgonbayar spreads a cupful of crushed rock and sand 
onto his sieve and adds liquid mercury. It spreads in large balls and attaches to any gold 
in the mixture. This is his favourite part. He evens plays with the mercury on his hand 
when his parents aren’t looking. After sifting, any mercury-laden rocks are plucked by 
hand and left in a small bowl. The debris is dumped back in the river. Otgonbayar doesn’t 
know that mercury is dangerous, especially to a child whose brain and nervous system 
are still developing. He does not know that mercury gets into his body through his skin, 
the air he breathes, and the water he drinks. Otgonbayar wants to go to school, but there 
are none here; he is aware that all the children in the camp share his fate. (ILO, 2018: vi) 
 
Today, few development issues conjure an emotional response like child labour does. According 
to the ILO (2004), ‘the concerns partly stems from the kinds of work children do, some of which 
cause irreversible physical or psychological damage or even threatens lives, and partly from the 
overwhelming number of children who work’ (p.8). It has become a sign of what some may 
describe as the ‘backwardness’ of developing countries, and sub-Saharan Africa has become its 
poster child. Being born and raised in sub-Saharan Africa today is arguably the least desirable 
option for children anywhere for three reasons. First, the region has ‘both the highest rates of 
children living in extreme poverty at just under 49 per cent, and the largest share of the world’s 
extremely poor children, at just over 51 per cent’ (UNICEF and World Bank Group, 2016: 3). 
Second, 1 in 13 children born in sub-Saharan Africa is likely to die from preventable causes 
before they reach their fifth birthday (UN IGME, 2018). Third, an estimated 31.5 million 
children (8.6 per cent) in sub-Saharan Africa are engaged in hazardous work, which is nearly 
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half of the 72 million children engaged in all types of child labour in the African1 region (ILO, 
2017, 2018).  
 
The image painted by the international policy discourse is that in sub-Saharan Africa, children 
are being subjected to physical, emotional and psychological abuse to satisfy both profit-
conscious multinationals and irrational traditional practices that have no space in modern 
civilisation. To support this view, the past two decades has seen donor organisations and their 
implementation partners uncover some of the most horrific scenes of child exploitation and 
abuse in the region’s key industries. Particularly poignant are the stories of small children being 
trafficked to fishing towns where they often drown disentangling large fishing nets (Afenyadu, 
2010), of children escaping slavery-like conditions in cocoa and tobacco plantation farms 
covered in festering wounds (Berlan, 2013) and despite its abolition, of little girls donated to 
shrines for ritual servitude to atone the misconduct of their family members (Asomah, 2015). 
While these examples, are indeed some of the more extreme examples of child exploitation, they 
have been used to drive the moral crusade to eliminate child labour in the whole sub-Saharan 
African region.  
 
Despite what the literature says however, children’s engagement in labour is not a new 
phenomenon, nor is its history solely tied to poor developing nations. In fact, most of what is 
known – at least the theory – about child labour today is mainly linked to Britain’s industrial 
past. Narratives about children working as chimney sweeps and in textile mills and coal mines 
during the early years of the British Industrial Revolution have become part and parcel of any 
discussion about child labour. The preference for children’s labour at that time was narrowed 
down to the idea that they had ‘nimble fingers’ and smaller bodies that could easily navigate 
tight spaces, they provided cheap labour and could easily follow orders unquestioningly 
(Nardinelli, 1990; Humphries, 2010). Gradually public opinion changed, and with the support 
                                                 
1 The Africa region includes both northern Africa and sub-Saharan Africa. 
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of key socialist revolutionaries such as Karl Marx and Robert Owen, and the novelist Charles 
Dickens who depicted the sorrowful experiences of Victorian orphans in his books, British 
legislators passed the first of many laws that would start the lengthy and complex legal process 
of restricting children’s labour globally: the 1833 Factory Act. 
 
The depressing images of small faces coated in soot and dust, of children sat in front of 
machinery twice their size and of children displaying their amputated limbs should be a historical 
reference to the dark Satanic Mills of the Industrial Revolution two centuries ago, instead they 
depict the reality of millions of children in the developing world in the twenty-first century. The 
natural reaction to this child labour epidemic has been to enact legislation to abolish it, guided 
by the historical success of Britain and other industrialised countries. However, for reasons that 
will be explored in depth in this thesis, the ‘legislation’ route has done little to change the fate 
of these children who are trapped in an endless poverty cycle. It appears that the more intolerant 
people become of child labour, the more children it traps.  
 
Every year, elaborate campaigns to save children from a range of precarious work situations 
surface in Western countries. The reality is that all over the world, people have reached 
consensus that childhood is a period to be cherished and protected. It is a time dedicated to 
making good memories, playing in the outdoors, going to school and having limited 
responsibilities. No child should work, and parents with support from the government should do 
everything in their power to protect the best interests of their children. Yet, that is certainly not 
the case for the 152 million children estimated to be engaged in child labour worldwide 
according to the ILO (2017). 
 
1.3 The research context 
In 1919, at the very first International Labor Conference – where the newly formed ILO was 
inaugurated – delegates from predominantly European countries gathered to discuss strategies 
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to prevent child labour in ILO Member States. One of the Greek delegates, Mr. John 
Sofianopoubos, offered three summarised reason why they, as a country, decided child labour 
was no longer the right economic decision. These reasons are especially relevant because they 
reflect the general western view on the seemingly outdated practice. The first reason was linked 
to the perceived negative impact of excessive physical work on children’s developing bodies, 
which would render them less productive in the future. The second reason described what this 
thesis refers to in Section 2.5 as the human capital theory. He argued that for children who had 
the right to an education, working blocked this opportunity and would lead to perpetual 
ignorance. And the final reason for rethinking children’s domains in the twentieth century was 
that ‘an excessive supply of child labor would not only lower the wages of adult skilled workers, 
but would also injure national industry, which, by employing weak and ignorant labor, would 
not be in a position to attain the same degree of quality and efficiency in production necessary 
to the country as would be attained in other countries’ (ILO, 1919: 97). 
 
Despite the ILO’s historical association with child labour elimination however, momentum in 
developing countries only started to build fairly rapidly following the implementation of ILO 
Minimum Age Convention (C138), 1973.  Replacing a series of archaic directives, texts and 
codes, C138 was championed by proponents at the time as a necessary first step toward 
facilitating a change in work practices across the world, particularly in developing countries.  It 
quickly became apparent, however, that the C138 was largely a repackaging of Western values, 
its low level of ratification viewed as a sign of its unpopularity and the inability of developing 
countries to embrace its core ideas (Myers, 2001).  For policymakers in sub-Saharan Africa, 
ratifying a convention underpinned by Euro-American ideas, history, and circumstances and 
applying these very principles to what are clearly different contexts, seemed completely 
illogical. 
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Child labour in developing countries started to garner more attention in development circles after 
the adoption of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1989. 
The 1990s were a particular difficult decade for sub-Sahara Africa because it experienced a 
series of conflicts which led to the mass displacement of people, famines and fatal disease 
outbreaks which severely affected children. As the plight of African children was paraded on 
TV screens, discussions about how to save them took place behind the closed doors of major 
organisations like the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) – which at the time were probably the main organisations dealing with the 
emerging crises affecting children. 
 
The UNCRC, therefore, initiated the much-needed change of direction by recognising that 
children needed their own set of rights, guided by the view that adulthood and childhood were 
two separate stages in human development. Concerns over Western conceptualisations of 
‘childhood’ informing policy had been mounting since the launch of C138 to the point where 
even various departments of UN were beginning to take notice, at least to some extent.  For sub-
Saharan Africa, the publication of UNICEF’s 1997 report on the State of the World’s Children 
(UNICEF, 1997) proved to be the key turning point.  The document which was released ‘at a 
time of intense international debate on the merits and dangers of using trade sanctions to end 
child labour’ (Abebe and Bessell, 2011: 767), examined child labour ‘in all its complexity, 
exploring the common myths and exploring the causes’ (UNICEF, 1997: 15).  
 
It very importantly presented an extremely thorough analysis of the complex issues surrounding 
children’s work, which boded well for rural households in sub-Saharan Africa.  For many of 
these ‘units’, children’s work is an integral part of local culture, and has been in the societies 
they are a part of for many generations.  As explained in detail by Agbu (2009), in sub-Saharan 
Africa, ‘children have always worked as part of their socialization process, often assuming adult 
roles through imitating, copying or some sort of apprenticeship’ (p. 13), and are ‘often involved 
20  
  
in the work of their parents, and usually inherited the work’, tasks which would not usually be 
considered child labour.  It calls for greater attention to be paid to the cultural dimension of the 
region’s child labour, with special emphasis on ‘the particularities of a specific sociocultural 
context’ (Bass, 2004: 16), have since increased precipitously.   
 
It was widely believed that the Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour (C182), 
introduced in 1999 and which very importantly permits children aged 13-15 years to engage in 
‘light work’ or labour that ‘does not threaten their health and safety, or hinder their education or 
vocational orientation and training’, would create a much-needed ‘space’ to debate and draw 
further attention to the cultural dimension of child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa.  Donors 
and governments commended C182 for the ‘unprecedented rate of ratification’, which, they 
believe, ‘attests to the strength of the political will among ILO member states to tackle, with 
employers’ and workers’ organizations and all partners in civil society, these most extreme 
forms of child labour as a matter of the greatest urgency’ (ILO, 2002: ix-x). The use of words 
such as comprehensive, elimination, effective and priority certainly connoted a sense of urgency 
and ‘attache[d] a high level of complexity and scope to...the most extreme forms of child labour’ 
(Estacio and Marks, 2005: 480). By ratifying the policy, signatories pledged to tackle child 
labour in a ‘time-bound manner’. But this has failed to materialise, largely because C182 is also 
chiefly a repackaging – albeit, a more skilfully assembled doctrine – of Western views of 
‘childhood’.  C182 calls on signatories to take swift action to eradicate what it labels the ‘Worst 
Forms of Child Labour’, activities which, proponents maintain, ‘no group or country could 
credibly defend and that virtually all societies are able to condemn form within their own value 
systems’ (Myers, 2001: 51).   
 
The primary emphasis of the policy machinery C182 has spawned, the centrepiece of which is 
the International Program on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), now the ILO’s largest 
program is, not surprisingly, to eradicate all WFCL.  A potential problem in the case of rural 
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sub-Saharan Africa, however, is that failure to understand the context in which so much work 
takes place – in remote environments where the simplest of tasks, such as fetching water and 
firewood, can be arduous and time-consuming – could lead to gross misdiagnoses of ‘child 
labour’ and spawn inappropriate intervention.   
 
This already seems to be happening.  Specifically, very little of the work being carried out under 
the auspices of the more than 25 IPEC National Action Plans (NAPs) launched in sub-Saharan 
Africa to date have attempted to come to grips with why so many young boys and girls choose 
to engage in so-called ‘hazardous’ work.  On the whole, these efforts constitute a radical 
departure from the vibrant debate about the cultural practices that often underpin child labour 
that was raging up until the late-1990s.  They – rather inexplicitly – re-engage with Western 
notions of childhood, championing such ideas that ‘childhood implies a separate and safe space, 
demarcated from adulthood, in which children can grow, play and develop’ and dismissive of 
context altogether (UNICEF, 2004: 3).  Failure to understand the circumstances under which so 
much work takes place, along with the haste with which activities have been classified as WFCL, 
presents serious challenges for rural African societies, in particular those in which the notion of 
‘children at work’ is culturally-embedded.    
 
The purpose of this thesis is to further this discussion by exploring the policy treatment of 
artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) – low-tech, and predominantly family-oriented, labour 
intensive mineral processing and extraction – in sub-Saharan Africa, specifically the sector’s 
branding as a WFCL and the implications this move may have moving forward.  Although 
mounting evidence (e.g. Hilson and McQuilken, 2014; Maconachie and Binns, 2007; 
Banchirigah, 2008), which suggests that ASM is now one of the region’s most important rural 
nonfarm sectors, it continues to be overlooked in development policy.  
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The negative aspects of its activities, which include, at times, a sizable environmental footprint, 
several health and safety risks, and numerous social ills, have often left the wrong impression 
with decision-makers. One such health risk is mercury exposure which has been linked to 
neurological disorders in children (Grandjean et al. 1999; Counter et al. 2002; Bose-O’Reilly et 
al. 2008). These biases have fast penetrated the ILO’s WFCL agenda and IPEC programs, 
despite evidence (Hilson 2010a, 2012a; André and Godin, 2014) which suggests that children’s 
growing presence in ASM in rural sub-Saharan Africa has cultural underpinnings, and that most 
young boys and girls found at sites region-wide are not necessarily engaging in hazardous 
activities as is widely believed.  As will be discussed in the literature review (Chapter 2), 
children’s engagement in the sector is not always a result of parental pressure nor is it purely a 
means to satisfy parents’ selfish economic interests. The policy focus on the dangers of mercury 
use, disconnected from the livelihoods it helps to sustain, contributes to the misrepresentation 
and scapegoating of ASM operators for environmental and health problems that have much 
wider origins. Ultimately, life in rural sub-Saharan Africa, where millions of people live below 
the poverty line, and where there is a lack of modern technology and infrastructure, demands a 
certain level of endurance (Bass, 2004; Kielland and Tovo, 2006).  
 
The ‘misrepresentation’ of ASM in the international debate on child labour has important 
implications for development in sub-Saharan Africa, where donors, NGOs and host governments 
continue to struggle to understand how images of young boys and girls ‘at work’ can cloud 
judgement if the wider cultural aspects of rural societies are ignored.  As will be shown in the 
case of Ghana, children’s presence in rural work environments has long been integral to the 
functionality and survival of millions of rural African households.  Their growing numbers at 
ASM sites should therefore be viewed – and by extension, treated – in policy as the latest nuance 
of a complex cultural embeddedness and manifestation of much wider social and economic 
processes.   
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When examined in this regard, it becomes clear how contemporary classifications of child labour 
in sub-Saharan Africa are socially constructed based on superficial diagnoses of isolated 
phenomena and broad generalizations of rural societies.  Detailed analyses of documents, which 
offer important clues about the organizational dynamics of rural Ghanaian households 
underscore the importance of developing, from longitudinal analysis of cultures, a more nuanced 
understanding of child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa.  In the analysis that follows, the words 
of Bass (2004) resonate quite powerfully: how ‘defining acceptable work is a step in the right 
direction, but in this case (i.e. rural sub-Saharan Africa and its ASM sector more specifically) 
only highlights how difficult it is to develop sensible policies and laws that benefit children and 
take their needs into consideration’ (p. 186).  
 
1.4 Research question, aim, objectives, synopsis and recommendations 
The rejection of child labour in modern civilisation has ignited a universal effort to root it out 
once and for all. Since 1989, a burgeoning body of literature has emerged which draws attention 
to the complex nature of children’s work in rural sub-Saharan African contexts. Despite 
elaborate interventions and what appears to be the correct legislation moves on paper; the 
majority of the rural population continues to rely on child labour to overcome income shocks. 
Historically, children were found in the domestic sphere and occasionally on the family farm 
contributing to household food production. Today the wave of de-agrarianisation that has swept 
across the region after a series of neoliberal reforms were adopted by cash-strapped African 
governments in the 1980s has completely changed the dynamics. Findings from pilot research 
(Hilson: 2008, 2010a, 2012a), show that children are engaging in artisanal mining because of its 
increased significance to the rural economy.  
 
Policymakers have failed to come to grips with this reality, resorting to using legal instruments 
to drive children out of the sector. However, a possible disconnection between the ‘language’ 
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and objectives of the directives aimed at eradicating child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa, 
and the realities on the ground, raises important questions for research, foremost:  
To what extent have the dynamics of ‘children at work’ been analysed and taken into 
account in laws and policies implemented specifically to tackle SSA’s rural child labour 
problem, particularly in areas where ASM and subsistence farming are rooted and 
interconnected?  
 
To answer this question, the following four objectives have been identified: 
• RO1. To critically examine how the child labour ‘problem’ in ASM has been diagnosed 
in policymaking circles and is being addressed in sub-Saharan Africa.  
• RO2. To determine why children, take up employment in ASM in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa, what type of work they engage in, and what impact, economically, their 
involvement has on the welfare of individual households.  
• RO3. To determine the extent to which child labour in the ASM is culturally rooted, and 
to highlight the implications this has for policy, especially Target 8.7 of the 2030 
Sustainable Development Goals 
• RO4. To provide a more nuanced understanding of the impact children’s work in ASM 
communities (both onsite and offsite) has on children’s (both girls’ and boys’) 
educations. 
It is against this background that Chapter 2 begins by undertaking a review of the relevant 
literature on child labour and conceptualising the definitions of childhood and work used to 
inform international policy discourse. Being nearly two decades since Ghana signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding with the ILO to signal the beginning of a ‘strong’ partnership 
equally eager to tackle child labour, especially its worst forms, there is no better time for a 
critical reflection on the effectiveness of the current policy framework in addressing the problem 
in rural Ghana and ASM communities specifically. The three main policies under observation 
in this thesis, as briefly mentioned in Section 1.2, have been fraught with definitional and 
conceptual weaknesses, making it difficult for developing countries to identify the exact point 
child work turns into the worst forms of child labour (WFCL) or ‘hazardous work’ as it is often 
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referred to. Further complicating the matter, is the policymakers’ reluctance to fully detach 
themselves from their deeply engrained abolitionist assumptions. Thus the aim of this chapter is 
generally to put forward a case to policymakers and development practitioners to consider child 
labour in ASM, in much greater contextual detail. 
 
The context in question is the expanding ASM sector which, in sub-Saharan Africa, is often 
attached to a functioning subsistence farming sector. The mushrooming of this sector has 
generated mixed responses from policymakers and development practitioners. However, the 
chapter attempts to understand why an increasing number of children move to the sector and 
assesses whether this has any impact on their schooling, which according to the ILO ‘is a crucial 
component of any effective effort to eliminate child labour’. This claim is measured against 
mounting evidence that there is an inextricable link between education and child labour. The 
assumption is that a child who is at school is not at work, however based on the rising figures of 
primary school enrolment in many countries in sub-Saharan Africa this seems to have made 
minimal impact to the rate of child labour in the region, which suggests that most children are 
combining work with school.  
 
Chapter 2 unpacks the definitions of childhood and explores the emerging view that it is a social 
construct. It particularly focuses on understanding identifiers of maturity or ‘readiness’ to enter 
the labour market such as chronological age, which is a key component of the ILO Minimum 
Age Convention (C138). This is a complete contrast to traditional African societies who focus 
on various rites of passage such as pubertal development. Furthermore, it delves into the 
significance of work in traditional communities and the duties and responsibilities of children. 
Finally, the chapter, concludes by introducing the Ghana case study reflecting on how all of the 
debates and discussions above have manifested in the rural pockets of Ghana – the hub of ASM 
activity.  
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Chapter 3 provides an overview of the approach adopted – an exploratory case study – to address 
the aims and objectives of the research study as highlighted above. It gives a summary of the 
research study sites and why they were chosen. The Tarkwa-Nsuaem Municipality in the 
Western region of Ghana has documented historical links to a vibrant agriculture and gold 
mining sector, so there would be a wealth of quality secondary data to guide the research process 
and offer opportunities to reflect on the past and the present. It then gives a summary of the data 
collection techniques used which were primarily semi-structured interviews, supported by field 
observations, and analyses of existing policy documents and donor reports. Key international, 
national local and community-level stakeholders were interviewed -in total, over 75 semi-
structured interviews were conducted.  It also, given the culturally different setting, offers insight 
on the cross-cultural and ethical challenges that arose during the research study. 
 
Chapter 4 is the first data analysis specifically addressing Research Objective 1. Thus, it will 
provide a brief historical background of the ILO and the three key policies that addresses the 
Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL); it then analyses the claims that culture hinders policy 
progress on eliminating child labour. Emphasis will be placed on understanding the rationale 
behind the WFCL and the justification for placing both agriculture and ASM in this category. 
Perspectives will be gathered from actors at all levels, with the intention of determining how 
inputs from stakeholders at different scales have shaped countries' IPEC programs. Children’s 
engagement in the sector in most cases, is first and foremost to enable access to basic human 
rights such as food and education. To clarify, engaging in discussions about the negative impacts 
of mercury exposure on the health of children is beyond the scope of this thesis. This chapter 
aims to provide an alternative rationale for why the sector has attracted and retained a large 
population of school-aged boys and girls.  
 
Chapter 5 addresses Research Objectives 2 and 3 by underscoring the importance of including 
local meanings and ideologies attached to childhood and work in the child labour diagnosis. 
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Here the dynamics of children at work are observed within the wider kinship context because in 
sub-Saharan African the family is the locus where children’s work occurs. Conversations with 
the affected households will 1) determine their economic circumstances; 2) map the activities 
being undertaken by children of different age groups; and 3) provide a more comprehensive 
assessment of the nature of the work being carried out–specifically, to offer some insight on 
whether it is more representative of 'light work' or 'exploitative child labour' and why. The aim 
is to offer a perspective on both how children's work affects the welfare of diversified families 
in the short term, and the extent to which, over the long term, this work affects the development 
of young boys and girls.  
 
Chapter 6 addresses Research Objective 4 by examining the view that child labour is a trade-off 
for education. It synthesises findings from key donor and government reports as well as 
perspectives captured in semi-structured interviews with children, parents and educators. 
Through these discussions the concept of a ‘free’ basic compulsory education is re-examined, it 
takes a closer look at the state of the public education system in ASM communities, particularly 
the efficiency of the Capitation Grant which is a national school fees subsidy programme to 
cover the free and compulsory universal basic education (FCUBE) stage which is from the ages 
of 3-14 years.  
 
Chapter 7 is the concluding chapter. It outlines the key findings and contributions, which revolve 
around improving understanding of the dynamics of ‘children at work’ in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa, and specifically in the ASM sector, where most of the anxieties about children’s exposure 
to mercury and other dangers have been focused. It brings together ideas raised in the data 
analysis chapters (Chapter 4, 5 and 6) of the thesis to make recommendations on ways to address 
child labour in Ghana’s ASM sector more effectively, and finally it recommends areas for future 
research with the aim of building upon the findings reported in the data analysis chapters.  
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The proposed research will make two key contributions to academic knowledge. First, it will 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the motivations underpinning child labour in 
ASM and agriculture in rural sub-Saharan Africa, for which no adequate explanation has been 
tabled thus far.  Although the literature is replete with studies on child labour in rural sub-
Saharan Africa, there is a deficiency of baseline demographic data and testimonials from parents 
and children, a gap, which this research will ultimately address. This includes data on rural 
communities themselves: information about family structures, family values and the economic 
characteristics of households.  
 
Second, it will revitalise a policy dialogue in dire need of an infusion of new ideas.  The research 
takes the view that a dearth of high-quality information has given rise to a policy agenda, which 
despite evolving significantly over the past decade does not fully take into account the 
aforementioned issues and is therefore incapable of eradicating child labour in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa. While surveys have cast some light on demographic trends, as indicated, they have failed 
to capture the data needed to make informed decisions and design comprehensive policies. An 
analysis that takes stock of households' adaptation strategies, tracking families' movements 
across both activities, will undoubtedly yield a more comprehensive understanding of how 
economic and cultural factors influence household-level decisions, including those related to 
children’s work. 
 
The next chapter, Chapter 2, presents the literature review for this thesis. From this analysis the 
conceptual and theoretical frameworks for the research are developed. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on child labour, human capital, livelihood 
diversification and poverty relevant to artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) in sub-Saharan 
Africa. There is a dearth of information on the needs of working children and why despite 
elaborate and adequately-financed interventions they continue to work in artisanal mines. This 
misdiagnosis has prevented donor organisations and governments from designing policies and 
programmes that address important issues affecting children and youth in artisanal mining 
communities such as child labour, low school enrolment (particularly among girls), prostitution, 
substance abuse, crime and chronic youth unemployment.   
The chapter begins (Section 2.2) by providing a more nuanced explanation for child labour’s 
occurrence, because after Hilson (2008), ‘[s]uperficial diagnosis of the latter issue … could have 
wide-ranging implications’ (p.1234). Section 2.3 critically draws upon debates on rural 
diversification and poverty to contextualise the drivers of child labour.  It subsequently uses this 
analysis to explore the much-overlooked socio-cultural experiences of children in sub-Saharan 
Africa, specifically their unique experiences of living and working in the region’s rural areas. 
Section 2.4 examines the link between education and child labour, particularly the widely-
accepted position that families often perceive it as a trade-off for human capital.   The ideas 
explored in this chapter are extracted from different bodies of literature and analysed together in 
a bid to provide a more grounded and holistic understanding of the child labour phenomenon in 
rural sub-Saharan Africa.  The analysis presented provides a foundation for the case study of 
child labour in Ghana’s ASM sector, the focus of this thesis, the details of which are presented 
in Section 2.5. 
The chapter synthesises a range of interconnected theories and concepts that hitherto have been 
presented disparately in the literature. The important role ASM has played, historically, as a 
response to rural poverty and resource scarcity has been overlooked in scholarly analyses of 
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livelihood diversification and development in rural sub-Saharan Africa. However, a body of 
academic literature has emerged over the past two decades which challenges this very significant 
oversight (Banchirigah and Hilson, 2010b; Jønsson and Fold, 2011; Hilson and Garforth, 2013).  
A renewed focus on ASM has created a ‘space’ to critically unpack particular ideas relevant to 
the sector.  This includes the opportunity re-evaluate whether the presence of children in the 
sector should continue to be framed using a Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL) narrative. 
Scholars (Hilson 2008, 2010a, 2012a; Okyere 2012; Andre and Godin 2014; Maconachie and 
Hilson 2016) are in broad agreement that there is a policy disconnect, stemming from a lack of 
appreciation for the deeply-rooted cultural values of societies, which do not necessarily view 
work as detrimental to a child’s health or wellbeing. This is central to the present investigation 
on ASM because a policy framework which is not in tune with the realities on the ground does 
not pay attention to the underlying socio-economic and labour issues which need to be addressed 
in order to create lasting change for working children (Hilson, 2008). In recognition of this, a 
fundamental starting point for this literature review is a critical analysis of the policy framework 
that is in place to address the child labour ‘problem’ in the region’s ASM sector. 
2.2 Eliminating Child Labour at ASM sites in rural sub-Saharan Africa: An Overview 
of the Policy Challenge 
The opening statement delivered by the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) Director-
General during a high-level panel discussion at the 2017 IV Global Conference on the Sustained 
Eradication of Child Labour provides a glimpse of the frustration shared by many senior-level 
policymakers working toward tackling the child labour ‘problem’ in sub-Saharan Africa and 
other areas of the developing world: 
And if anybody here or anywhere else says 'well we don't really know what we have to do 
to create that future without child labour and without forced labour', I have to say, you 
haven't been listening. You haven't been listening, because we do know, we know from 
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twenty, thirty years of experience, we know from everything that's been said in this 
conference…we know what has to be done so there's no excuse…there's no excuse here2 
While this frustration is not necessarily conveyed explicitly in the literature, the debates and 
discussions that take place at high-level conferences suggest that it is present. The most likely 
reason for this frustration is the scale and breadth of the phenomenon: according to the ILO 
report, Global Estimates of Child Labour: Results and trends, 2012-2016, while worldwide, 
there has been a 94 million net reduction in the number of children engaged in work which is 
considered ‘child labour’ since 2000, in sub-Saharan Africa, the number has steadily increased 
(ILO, 2017).  
Despite this increase, there appears to be a comprehensive policy framework in place to manage 
the crisis. The same report further highlights how, under the auspices of the International 
Programme for the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), several African governments have 
committed to tackling what they believe to be a mounting child labour ‘problem’, implementing 
a series of programmes and policies.  But the lack of progress made thus far once again raises 
the question broached by Hilson (2008, 2010a, 2012a): Has the child labour ‘problem’ in sub-
Saharan Africa been misdiagnosed?  
There are signs that this is, indeed, the case; and, that it stems from a poor understanding of the 
dynamics of many activities typically associated with child labour, beginning with those which 
have been placed into the WFCL category.  This includes ASM, coverage of which as a WFCL 
has grown steadily since the ILO made the sector the theme of its 2005 World Day Against Child 
Labour conference, A Load Too Heavy: Eliminating Child Labour in Mining and Quarrying. 
Interest in the subject has since intensified among donors and their implementing partners,3 some 
of which were interviewed for this research. The bulk of the reporting, however, emphasises the 
need to rescue children from ‘unregulated’ and ‘unsafe’ ASM spaces, and champions a free basic 
                                                 
2 Guy Ryder CBE, ILO Director-General (2012- Present) – The researcher was present at the 
conference. 
3 See Chapter 3: Methodology for list of stakeholders included in the research. 
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education (primary education or vocational training) as the main ‘antidote’ to the problem. 
Going to school, it is argued by most donors, frees children to engage in adequate leisure time, 
it increases human capital and promotes good health, which together can go a long way in 
securing higher future earnings and thus contribute to poverty eradication in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa (Boyden and Levison, 2000).  
The following are examples that have been used to communicate the seriousness of the problem 
in sub-Saharan Africa:  
• In Burkina Faso, where, it has been reported, in 2011-2012, that ‘[m]ore than 3,000 
students in the Central North left school, and 900 students missed their exams for work 
in gold mining’ (USDOL, 2013: 107); 
• In Sierra Leone, where thousands of children, ‘primarily boys ages 10 and 17, work in 
alluvial diamond mines’, and engage in ‘hazardous activities, such as repeatedly 
shovelling and transporting gravel, and are exposed to infectious and mosquito-borne 
diseases that thrive in alluvial mining areas’ (USDOL, 2013: 627); 
• In Mali, a country in which, it is claimed, ‘[c]hildren, especially girls who work in the 
vending and mining sectors, are engaged in commercial sexual exploitation’, and where 
‘children, as young as age 5 work long hours in all mining activities, including extracting 
material from underground passages’ (USDOL, 2013: 434); and 
• Zambia, where it was reported that children ‘work in mining, primarily in small artisanal 
and traditional mines where they extract Gemstones’, and ‘may work long hours without 
protective gear, perform night work, be exposed to extreme heat and dangerous 
chemicals, and suffer injuries and illnesses’ (USDOL, 2013: 766).   
But while certainly insightful, these accounts merely provide a ‘snapshot’ of a far more complex 
problem, and at the same time, provide insufficient explanation for why these children are found 
working in ASM sites across the region.  
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The data hint that child labour is most likely to occur in sub-Saharan Africa than anywhere else 
in the world.  Recent estimates (Figure 2.1) suggest that 20 per cent of all African children are 
undertaking what is considered child labour, while 9 per cent engage in ‘hazardous work’ (ILO, 
2017).4  It is important to note, however, that figures alone fail cannot shed light on the reasons 
why children engage in hazardous work in the first place.  Studies (Hilson 2010a, 2012a) 
conducted in Ghana and Mali reinforce these views, suggesting that children’s growing presence 
in the region’s ASM sector is mostly a result of them moving with their families from farms to 
mines as part of a broader, region-wide ‘de-agrarianisation’ movement.  Significantly, this 
would mean that they are engaging mainly in menial, not hazardous, work.   
The potential ‘misbranding’ of the sector as a WFCL, therefore, reinforces an important point 
raised by Bass (2004), who observed that ‘child labor becomes a social problem when 
researchers, policymakers, and the media begin to frame it in this regard’ (p. 10). Based on this 
observation, and the ILO’s definition of child labour which has been met with criticism from 
scholars (see Section 2.2.1), it is reasonable to conclude that determining how this phenomenon 
has been interpreted is a key to understanding the discourses that underpin the development of 
child labour policy.  
Figure 2.1 Percentage of children in child labour around the world 
                                                 
4 According to the ILO (2017b), an estimated 31.5 million children aged 5-17 years are engaged in hazardous work 
in Africa. 
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2.2.1 Defining child labour  
Before launching into an in-depth analysis of child labour policy, it is instructive to begin with 
an examination of the way child labour has been defined in scholarly literature and in 
policymaking circles since this can go a long way towards providing clues as to why there has 
been a potential misdiagnosis. The definition of child labour has been at the centre of scholarly 
and policy debates for over two decades (White, 1996). Contestations in defining child labour 
stem from the differing perspectives on who is a child and what work is deemed ‘acceptable’ for 
young boys and girls to engage in (Bhukuth 2008; Bourdillon 2006; Bourdillon et al. 2010). The 
range of interpretations and perspectives, however, have not stopped ILO officials from 
weighing in on the issue and providing an overarching definition that has been used as a 
blueprint in the design of child protection policies (i.e. Article 15 of the African Charter on the 
Rights and Welfare of the Child) and IPEC interventions globally.  
The ILO defines child labour as ‘work that deprives children of their childhood, their potential 
and their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental development’.5 This definition has 
                                                 
5 ‘What is child labour?’ https://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/index.htm (Accessed 20 December 2018) 
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been shaped by the three fundamental guiding policy interventions on child labour, which are as 
follows: 1) the Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (C138); 2) the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 1989; and 3) the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention 
1999 (C182). All three policies emphasise the importance of protecting children under 18 years 
old from economic exploitation and what is perceived as ‘hazardous work’. Scholarly debates 
on child labour now question the appropriateness of adopting a universal definition, given the 
range of contexts it must be adapted to and how, as will be discussed in Section 2.3.3, childhood 
is a social construct. 
While the debates remain unresolved between scholars and development practitioners, it is 
important to emphasise that the current policy framework considers a child only in reference to 
chronological age: an individual who is below 18 years old (see Article 1 of the UNCRC). 
Officials at UNICEF (1997) justify the use of chronological age as a determinant for early labour 
supply by arguing that ‘age limits are a formal reflection of society’s judgment about the 
evolution of children’s capacities and responsibilities … [they] formally regulate … when they 
can leave school; when they can marry; when they can vote; when they can be treated as adults 
by the criminal-justice system; when they can join the armed forces – and when they can 
work’( p.25).  This reasoning, however, assumes that age has a universal meaning, which is not 
the case in sub-Saharan Africa, where the transition to adulthood takes various factors other than 
chronological age into consideration, such as gender and social status (see Silberbauer, 1963; 
Rigby, 1967; Adegoke, 2001). Moreover, from a legal perspective, regulation is difficult because 
of the region’s low official birth registration rate (UNICEF 2017): the births of approximately 
95 million children under five years old have never been recorded, while 120 million children 
under the age of five do not have a birth certificate. Not only does this raise questions about the 
accuracy of the child labour surveys conducted by the ILO and partner organisations, but it also 
highlights the policies’ ‘rejection’ of cultural relativism.  
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Concerning the type of work children perform, the African experience has been overlooked by 
the policy framework in two ways, each of which is examined to some degree in the literature.  
The first concerns how the definition of child labour used has been inappropriately applied to 
promulgate norms around what is ‘acceptable’ (i.e. ‘child work’) and ‘unacceptable’ (i.e. ‘child 
labour’) (Agbu, 2009; Kielland and Tovo, 2006; Bass, 2004; André and Godin, 2014). This begs 
the question: is there an actual difference between labour and work in this context? In rural sub-
Saharan Africa, the setting in which the research was undertaken for this thesis, the continuum 
between ‘child work’ and ‘child labour’ is slightly blurred (Bourdillon, 2006) because, as Crehan 
(1992) explains, ‘[t]here is not the same rigid separation between work and a child’s education 
and socialization, and children are seen as learning the skills they will need as adults by helping 
adults in their work’ (p. 120).  
The second concerns the position of ILO officials, who seem to imply that the most appropriate 
way to go about protecting working children is to prioritise their fundamental right not to work, 
rather than emphasise the necessity and importance of the work they perform.  This is 
particularly disconcerting for a geographic region such as sub-Saharan Africa, which is plagued 
by widespread poverty and a youth unemployment crisis (Hilson and Osei, 2014; Ackah-Baidoo, 
2016). As Nieuwenhuys (2013) explains, ‘[f]rom the beginning of colonial expansion, the 
colonial world was part and parcel of the production of modernity and therefore also of ideas 
and practices shaping both children’s lives and childhood(s)’ (p.5). The focus on chronological 
age in discussions about childhood seems to reflect an understanding of child labour that is 
influenced by Western conceptualisations (Ariès, 1960; Liebel, 2004). It is therefore possible 
that the child labour eradication agenda in sub-Saharan Africa has failed to produce the expected 
outcomes because policymakers have not considered the culture of the African society (Agbu, 
2009).  This is a theme at the heart of the case study of small-scale gold mining examined in this 
thesis.   
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2.2.2 Shifts in child labour policy  
Thus far, the discussions presented have drawn attention to the potential discrepancies in the 
ways in which child labour has been defined, particularly, the focus on chronological age as a 
determinant for early labour supply. The literature attributes this to the development of a child 
labour policy rooted in Western thoughts and ideals.  In this sub-section, an attempt is made to 
elaborate on how these policies have shaped debates on child labour in the ASM sector 
specifically.  
During its inaugural years, the ILO implemented several conventions in a bid to control the 
minimum age of workers in various industries. These moves eventually culminated in the 
passing of the general Minimum Age Convention (referred to as C138 from here onwards), in 
1973. The policy targeted children’s engagement in most industries, sectors and countries and it 
would be the first piece of legislation to overtly restrict the employment of children 
internationally and facilitate the first major shift in thinking globally on child protection in 
industry. This is not to say that child labour had never been discussed at the international level 
before this but rather to emphasise how the topic had taken a ‘backseat’ in international policy 
discussions because it was no longer seen as a problem in Western societies. In fact, according 
to Fyfe (2007), it was not until the UN General Assembly declared in 1976 that it would make 
1979 the International Year of the Child that the ILO took advantage to promote C138 among 
non-ratified states, in the process reigniting international interest in child labour.  
C138 prohibited children below the age of 15 years from pursuing employment, even if their 
economic circumstances meant that they had no chance of going to school. It furthermore 
restricted children aged between 13 and 15 years or 12 and 14 years in developing countries 
from engaging in ‘light work’. By providing age classifications for different types of work 
(Table 2.1), the policy advocated for the abolition of all the ‘labour’ or ‘work’ that fell outside 
of these specified age brackets.  What quickly became clear, however, was that legislation of 
this nature was ill-suited for sub-Saharan Africa, where culturally, the idea of children ‘going to 
38  
  
farm’ was acceptable and seen as a key aspect of a child’s socialisation process (Kaye, 1962; 
Chirwa, 1993; Miescher, 2005; Ekpe-Otu, 2009), and where ‘age has a social and cultural rather 
than a biological meaning’ (Nieuwenhuys, 1994: 24). Nonetheless, it was a welcome policy 
framework because it laid the groundwork for an international focus on child labour. 
Table 2.1 Age classifications according to ILO Minimum Age Convention (No.138) 
 International Developing countries 
General minimum age 15 years 14 years 
Light work 13 years 12 years 
Hazardous work 18 years 18 years (16 years in 
exceptional circumstances 
 
The second major shift in policy ‘thinking’ was initiated by the United Nations General 
Assembly, following implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) in 1989 (Niewenhuys 1994; Noguchi, 2010). With the UNCRC, the topic of 
child labour gained new momentum as a development issue (Hammarberg, 1990; Melton, 2005; 
Reynaert et al., 2009) or, as O’Neill (2003) put it, ‘intensif[ied] effort to eradicate child labour 
on a global scale, undertaken by a wide variety of international agencies’ (p.416). The UNCRC 
was the first policy to simultaneously address the intellectual, emotional, physical, mental, 
spiritual, moral and relational aspects of child labour (see Article 32.1).  But this crucial turning 
point for the child rights movement did little to overhaul the Eurocentric undertones (Gadda, 
2008), which continued to resonate powerfully in official donor publications throughout the 
1990s. One particularly illustrative example of this can be found in UNICEF’s 1997 State of the 
World’s Children report, which states: 
In industrialized countries, it is now almost universally accepted that if children are to 
develop normally and healthily, then they must not perform disabling work. In theory at 
least, education, play and leisure, friends, good health and proper rest must all have an 
important place in their lives. [UNICEF, 1997: 29] 
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The view that education, leisure, friends and adequate rest must feature in the lives of children 
from developing countries assumes that the societies they live in would accommodate alternative 
childhood identities (Zyck, 2011). In Pakistan, a country that has featured prominently in debates 
on child labour in the garments and sporting goods trades, child labourers ‘successfully’ rescued 
from the football stitching industry by the ILO continued to do the work from home to support 
their families (Khan, 2010). Similarly, in Burkina Faso, an independent evaluator concluded that 
a USAID-funded program that ran between 2005 and 2012 and whose aim had been to ‘improve 
the educational outcomes of children in Burkina Faso by building schools and by ensuring that 
the schools have better infrastructure and resources’ (Davis et al., 2016: 67) had not succeeded 
in reducing children’s labour participation. These examples, drawn from two very different 
contexts, highlight the clash between Western conceptualisation of childhood, on the one hand, 
and the complex reality of life in developing countries on the other hand. More importantly, they 
demonstrate the risk of ‘acclimatising’ children to a new normal that cannot be maintained 
beyond the project life cycle (Zyck, 2011). 
Unsatisfied with the slow progress being made to eliminate child labour, ILO officials passed 
the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (referred to as C182 from here onwards) in 1999, 
marking the beginning of the third major shift in child labour legislation. Unlike its predecessor 
C138, C182 was ratified rapidly and widely due to its ‘greater awareness of the complexity and 
variation of child labour in different cultural contexts’ (Ekpe-Otu, 2009: 21). Officials at the 
ILO, however, attributed the ‘unprecedented rate of ratification’, to ‘the strength of the political 
will among ILO member states to tackle …. these most extreme forms of child labour as a matter 
of the greatest urgency’ (ILO, 2002: ix-x). The momentum did not stop there because at the time 
of writing, 182 or just over 97 per cent of ILO Member States had ratified C182.6  
                                                 
6 ‘Ratifications of C182 - Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No.182)’ 
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11300:0::NO:11300:P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:31232
7 (accessed 9 September 2018) 
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The policy categorises child labour marked for abolition as follows: 1) labour performed by 
children under the minimum age, 2) hazardous work, and 3) unconditional worst forms of child 
labour (ILO, 2002). Ironically, this categorisation brought about further ambiguities in the child 
labour debate, because the policy implied that all activities that fall outside of the three categories 
are tolerable and/or permissible (Boakye-Boaten, 2010). This critique is particularly important 
to this discussion since the vagueness of these categorisations has rendered the task of 
recognising child labour at ASM sites far more complex (Hilson, 2010). Nevertheless, a shift in 
focus from children’s work, to a select group of occupations and sectors that were identified as 
harmful or hazardous for children was a welcome development in the child protection 
movement. However, to clarify, the rapid ratification did not represent a change in social norms: 
the idea of children ‘going to farm’, for instance, is still generally accepted as a way of life in 
rural sub-Saharan Africa (Kielland and Tovo, 2006).  
The most significant shortcoming of the child labour policy framework is that it fails to recognise 
that the work African children perform is embedded in a complex and dynamic political, socio-
cultural and economic web. Furthermore, it is misguided by its treatment of childhood and age 
as universal concepts, borrowing heavily from ideas formulated based on events from the 
Industrial Revolution. This potentially undermines the role that kinship networks play in 
determining when children are ready to shoulder some responsibilities and the value of 
children’s work (Nieuwenhuys, 1994).  These legal instruments have helped to frame the current 
policy discussions on child labour in ASM in sub-Saharan Africa but at the same time, have 
spawned further interpretational fallacies which are explored in the next sub-section.  
2.2.3 Child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa: The ‘Worst’ for whom? 
This thesis builds on, and responds to questions raised by, conceptual work undertaken by Hilson 
(2008; 2010a; 2012a) in rural sub-Saharan Africa. The author exposed the heavy disconnect 
between the views underpinning the Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL) policy agenda on 
the one hand, and the child labour situation in the region’s subsistence agriculture and ASM 
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sectors on the other hand.  Moreover, the author observed how many families and their children 
engage in multiple income-earning activities. First and foremost, this raises the question about 
the logic behind the approach taken internationally and in sub-Saharan Africa in particular, to 
individualise and subsequently tackle specific forms of child labour. Findings from this research 
further suggest that child labour is largely a product of the circumstances facing individual 
families, and by no means confined to one activity. Hilson (2008; 2010a; 2012a) also observed 
that many children engage in farm and/or mine work not at the expense of an education, because 
they are bonded and/or are being exploited but rather to earn monies to pay for their school fees, 
and that the tasks they undertake are, in the majority of cases, far from what would be considered 
exploitative. 
Since C182 came into force in 2000, ILO action against child labour has developed in scope and 
intensity, with technical cooperation featuring more prominently. The signatories pledged to 
tackle child labour in a ‘time-bound manner’ under the guidance of IPEC that had already been 
in operation since 1992 but whose mandate changed slightly to mirror the ILO’s new direction.  
The role of IPEC was twofold: 1) to strengthen the capacity of countries to combat child labour; 
and 2) to promote a worldwide movement to combat child labour (Hammarberg, 1990; Melton, 
2005; Reynaert et al., 2009). 
During the period 2012-2013, IPEC provided technical assistance to 95 ILO Member States and 
maintained operations in 81 countries with the support of 18 donors and a budget of 
approximately US$50 million (ILO-IPEC, 2014). Since IPEC’s inception, rural sub-Saharan 
Africa has been a focal point of intervention.  In the 2012-2013 period alone, IPEC implemented 
three projects to support Time-Bound Programmes (TBPs) and National Action Plans (NAPs); 
12 regional and inter-regional projects; and 17 country, sector, or area-based projects focusing 
on specific Worst Forms of Child Labour. Agriculture (i.e. cocoa and tobacco farming) and ASM 
have been among the top priority sectors of the IPEC campaigns implemented in the region 
(ILO-IPEC, 2014).  
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Despite its popularity, Maconachie and Hilson (2016) have been highly critical of C182 and 
IPEC which, to reiterate, was created to assist countries to speed up the child labour elimination 
process. The authors argue that ‘the implementation of C182 and launch of IPEC … appears to 
have stifled the creative ‘‘rethink” that was galvanizing in the 1990s’ (Maconachie and Hilson, 
2016: 138). Despite the seminal work of Ariès (1960) and others (e.g. Zelizer, 1994; Hendrick, 
1997), which point to how childhood is a social construct, ILO officials have been reluctant to 
embrace the idea and incorporate it into their programmes. This is evident in the way the issue 
of child labour and socialisation is broached in official publications: 
Child‐work is an acceptable practice in most African countries … In that view, the child 
is expected to help with chores in the home and to graduate into activities that more 
significantly contribute to the economic and social well‐being of the household … Adults 
have to work to survive and children, it is felt, have to be taken through the drills of 
survival‐work skills (ILO, 2013: 17). 
In sum, despite having what appears to be focused objectives, C182, which ‘constructs “child 
labour” as a cold, ruthless entity that requires an enormous amount of effort in order to be 
overthrown’ (Estacio and Marks, 2005: 480), seems fraught with numerous irregularities, 
contradictions and ambiguities. One of the more contentious issues is the way in which the 
WFCL category itself has been constructed; and, by extension, how policymakers and donors 
have gone about identifying so-called hazardous activities in the ASM sector. The quality of the 
information on which such claims are based, the majority of which are general assumptions 
made by ILO and its implementing partners (Hilson, 2010), are a cause for concern.   
To date, the ILO has conducted more than 20 national child labour studies in sub-Saharan Africa 
based on data sets from national household surveys (ILO, 2017). Most, however, have been 
simplistic and quantitative checklist-type exercises, the data from which are incapable of 
providing an accurate picture of the settings where children work, or putting decision-makers in 
a position to identify, with precision, examples of ‘hazardous work’. As noted, ASM – broadly 
defined as low-tech, labour-intensive mineral extraction/processing – and farming, two of the 
region’s most important rural economic activities, have been two focal points of the ILO’s 
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WFCL and IPEC campaigns. From the data collected, ILO officers (ILO-IPEC, 2011) have 
concluded, rather hastily, that in rural sub-Saharan Africa, ‘hazardous work is highest in 
agriculture’; have asked, ‘with globalization’, whether the ‘family farm [is] a safe place to 
work?’ and questioned whether ‘a child [can] combine chores on the farm with school’ (p.9). 
They also insist that ‘child labour in mining and quarrying is in virtually all cases, a Worst Form 
of Child Labour (WFCL) because of the extent and severity of the hazards and the risks of death, 
injury and disease’ (ILO-IPEC, 2005: 1). But as alluded to in Section 2.2.1, without a 
comprehensive understanding of the local context, the difference between ‘light work’ and 
‘exploitative child labour’ in the context of these activities can become blurred.  
The literature draws attention to this oversight, exposing three possible discrepancies between 
the ideas underpinning the ILO’s fight against child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa on the 
one hand, and the realities on the ground on the other hand.  The first is the approach taken to 
individualize ‘hazardous’ activities, which again, seems overly-simplistic and inappropriate in 
light of the household-level income and livelihood diversification now widespread in rural sub-
Saharan Africa (Haggblade et al 1989; Ellis 1998; Barrett et al. 2001; Bryceson, 2002), 
particularly the growing interconnectedness between ASM and farming.  Evidence points to 
capital and labour flowing continuously between these two activities over time (see Bryceson 
and Jønsson, 2010; Kamlongera, 2011; Hilson and Garforth, 2013).  A policy focus on the 
hazardous nature of child labour in ASM, in light of the widely-documented de-agrarianisation 
unfolding in rural sub-Saharan, therefore, runs the risk of overlooking the broader economic 
forces and household-level dynamics fuelling children’s participation in the sector, in the first 
place. 
Table 2.2 Select data on rate of child labour in sub-Saharan Africa7 
Country 
% of rural 
population 
% rural children in 
child labour 
% urban children 
in child labour 
                                                 
7 Sources: World Bank (2018) and UNICEF (2017) 
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Burkina Faso 68 44 17.3 
Ethiopia 80 29.7 13.3 
Ghana 45 30.2 12.4 
Guinea 62 35.2 11.9 
Mali 59 61.1 34.3 
Rwanda 69 29.8 18.7 
Sierra Leone 59 43 23.7 
Zambia 58 56 9.2 
 
Second, findings (e.g. Hilson, 2008, 2010a, 2012a) point to many young boys and girls from 
these diversified household not being exploited per se but rather engaging in ASM and farming 
due to a combination of economic and cultural factors. The literature articulates these fairly well.  
In the case of the former, economically, sub-Saharan Africa is the most depressed area in the 
world: close to half of its population subsists on a daily wage of less than US$1 (Handley et al., 
2009). The situation is most precarious in the region’s rural areas (Table 2.2), where an estimated 
65-70 percent of the African population resides (Beegle et al., 2016). Here, family-oriented 
activities such as ‘going to farm’ are strongly associated with ‘a mix of pain and longing... [, 
are] a joint struggle for survival, giving a strong feeling of belonging and strengthening group 
solidarity... [and are both part of] ... a lifestyle and an important part of what it means to be a 
family’ (Keilland and Tovo 2006: p. 26). For the latter, cultural factors, or broadly, the reality 
that in many rural African societies, children’s work is an accepted part of household production 
(Bass, 2004). To reiterate, a major aim of this thesis is to provide a more nuanced understanding 
and dynamic assessment of the child labour phenomenon in rural sub-Saharan Africa, especially 
the function of cultural practices in determining maturity and readiness for labour. A more in-
depth analysis will be presented in subsequent sections of this chapter. 
A third and final potential discrepancy relates to how the link between child labour and schooling 
is portrayed. The broad view seems to be that children with limited access to a quality education 
have little alternative but to work. Proponents of C182 also believe that child labour is the main 
reason why the ILO’s Education for All (EFA) policy has had such a limited impact: that children 
working full-time struggle to attend school, and the young boys and girls who combine 
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employment with education are making a dis-investment in their human capital. A series of 
donor documents (ILO, 2002; ILO-IPEC, 2005, 2011; UNICEF, 2005) have drawn similar 
conclusions, informed heavily by reports of children engaging in farming and ASM in the region.   
However, and as will be explored at greater length in Section 2.4, the ILO and its supporting 
agencies may have potentially exaggerated the role a free basic education could play in 
increasing the human capital of children in rural sub-Saharan Africa, securing them jobs upon 
graduation and consequently, raising their future earnings (Ravallion and Wodon, 2000). 
Enclaves of highly-skilled former civil servants, mining engineers, and university-educated 
youth have also turned to the sector out of the necessity to survive and guarantee their daily 
chop8 (Hilson and Potter, 2005). The reality, as depicted more clearly in the subsequent sections 
of this chapter, is that there are few ‘formal’ jobs to compete for in the modern sub-Saharan 
African labour market, and like Carr-Hill (1990) argues, ‘[w]hen the expected advantages of 
scholarisation begin to disappear, the principal motivation for attending schools becomes much 
less powerful’ (p.109). Thus, from the above discussions, it is possible that children’s work in 
rural sub-Saharan Africa has attracted unnecessary and harsh criticism because the context in 
which it takes place makes life extremely labour-intensive, and access to education an expensive 
undertaking.  This, in turn, potentially leads to situations appearing worse than they actually are 
(Kielland and Tovo, 2006).  
2.3 Child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa: A misdiagnosis? 
As implied, in order to tackle child labour in ASM efficiently, the causes of the sector’s 
burgeoning growth must first be properly examined. One of the most widely-accepted 
explanations for this, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, is, as noted in the previous section of 
this chapter, poverty.  For much of the past three decades, poverty at the household level has 
been offered as an explanation for why hordes of rural households are pouring into the ASM 
sector and for why children, who should be in school, are found working at ASM camps instead 
                                                 
8 Chop is a word in Ghanaian Pidgin, which means ‘eat’. Daily chop refers to a daily subsistence allowance. 
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(ILO, 1996; Fyfe, 2007; ILO-IPEC, 2011; ILO-IPEC, 2013). What becomes clearer in the 
ensuing paragraphs, however, is that understanding why children work in sub-Saharan Africa’s 
ASM sector hinges upon making sense of the context from which they have emerged. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, the ASM sector has experienced rapid growth over the past two decades.  
Today, there are at least 20 million people employed directly in the sector, and at least an 
additional 100 million individuals who depend upon its activities indirectly for their livelihoods 
(Hilson et al., 2017). Furthermore, and a message which has been consistently preached by 
academics over the past three decades, its low barriers to entry and ability to prevent a population 
with a range of skills from descending into extreme poverty makes it an attractive non-farm 
income-generating activity (Noetstaller, 1995; Spiegel and Veiga, 2010).  
However, growing academic and policy interest has failed to facilitate the sector featuring more 
heavily in rural poverty alleviation, growth and development strategies (Hilson and McQuilken, 
2014). In the case of the business and management field specifically, as a subject, ASM in sub-
Saharan Africa has been overlooked almost entirely.  It is a curious oversight, given how the 
policy debates on ASM as an enterprise speak so clearly to the broader analysis on 
entrepreneurship that has featured so prominently in the business and management literature 
since Schumpeter (Hilson and Hilson, 2015; Hilson et al., 2018). 
Over the past four decades, academics and policymakers have begun to tentatively project ASM 
as a sustainable development opportunity, specifically as an economic activity that is uniquely 
positioned to contribute to poverty eradication (UN, 1972; Barry, 1996; ILO, 1999; UNECA, 
2003). While the negative impact of informal ASM on the environment has taken centre stage 
in policy discourse, the sector’s role in sustaining rural livelihoods is increasingly being 
documented in both academic and grey literature (Fisher, 2007; O’Reilly et al., 2008; Hilson, 
2009a; Spiegel and Veiga, 2010).   The current dialogue on ASM ranges from the pragmatic 
acknowledgement of its importance to rural economies, to optimistic visions of an entirely 
formalised sector (Hilson and McQuilken, 2014). This has implications for the policy dialogue 
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on child labour in the sector, which again, has been assigned the WFCL label, a debate that will 
be revisited in Section 2.4 and which will set the stage for a more detailed analysis on the Ghana 
case presented in Section 2.5. 
The picture emerging so far from this literature review is that there has been a potential 
misdiagnosis – or superficial portrayal – of child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa. While there 
certainly have been some important developments on the policy front, significant knowledge 
gaps remain. Of particular concern, in the case of sub-Saharan Africa is the decision to label 
children’s work in both agriculture and ASM – the two most important income-earning activities 
in the region’s rural stretches – a WFCL. This is particular disconcerting in light of an emerging 
body of literature (Hilson, 2008, 2009b, 2010a; Hilson and Gatsinzi, 2014) which hints that 
impoverished households may not necessarily be pressuring their children to seek work at 
artisanal mine camps.  It rather hints that the growing presence of children in ASM is more a 
product of the region’s wider de-agrarianisation phenomenon and the stringent structural 
reforms introduced under the auspices of the IMF and World Bank. 
In the past two decades in particular, the ASM sector has experienced meteoric growth across 
sub-Saharan Africa. As explained in the literature, the sector’s ability to create jobs for 
impoverished people has transformed it, to a large extent, into a ‘poverty-driven activity’ 
(Noetstaller, 1995; Barry, 1996). Studies have reinforced this observation, describing how in 
several African countries, millions of people are turning to ASM to offset transitory income 
shocks caused by perpetual unemployment. Some of these countries include Liberia (Van Bock 
Stael, 2014), Cameroon (Bakia, 2014), Ghana (Hilson, 2009) and Tanzania (Fisher et al., 2009). 
Consequently, the region’s artisanal mining camps have become melting pots of individuals 
working to escape poverty. 
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Figure 2.2 ASM poverty trap9 
 
Some scholars have nuanced this further, arguing that these individuals become embedded in a 
poverty trap (Figure 2.2) that prevents them ‘from accumulating disposable incomes and/or 
pursuing alternative, less arduous, employment’ (Hilson, 2012b: 180). This ASM poverty trap, 
it has been argued, is sprung by a lack of investment, limited access to financial services and 
inappropriate technologies (Barry, 1996; Sinding, 2005; Hilson and Pardie, 2006). Yet, despite 
evidence of the growing economic importance of ASM, the sector continues to be ‘treat[ed]…as 
a phenomenon that exists in isolation from the rest of the rural economy (Verbrugge, 2016: 108).  
The above discussions, which are the point of departure for this thesis, provide clues to the 
origins of the child labour misdiagnosis in ASM, which has been completely ruled out by C182 
on the basis of its likelihood to harm. This is despite how the majority of children found in the 
ASM sector do engage directly in arduous labour but are rather found populating the support 
services sector, as ‘petty traders, water carriers, and food providers’ (Bøås and Hatløy, 2008: 8) 
– activities which, historically, would have be considered to be appropriate for children.  To 
clarify, from the ILO’s perspective, ‘the term “likely to” …means that it is neither necessary to 
prove beforehand that the task, tool, or situation will cause injury or illness to a child, nor to wait 
                                                 
9 Modified from Hilson and Pardie (2006) 
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until after a child suffers a work-related injury or chronic illness for work to be judged 
hazardous’ (ILO 2018: 3). Bourdillon (2006), Kielland and Tovo (2006) and others challenge 
this view, maintaining that ‘harm’ is a relative concept, depending on the context to which it is 
being applied. Rural sub-Saharan Africa is often isolated, with limited access to modern 
infrastructure and mechanised tools, thus making simple tasks appear more arduous. Bourdillon 
(2006) highlights the implications of treating activities such as a head porterage as WFCL, 
explaining that ‘prohibiting this kind of work operates against the children and the families most 
in need of the help and support’ (p.1210).  
Rather than focusing on the drivers of child labour such as poverty, C182 treats parents as 
custodians of the cultural values that sanction child labour and hold them ‘responsible for their 
children’s destitution, suggesting that they have failed both in their lives and in their role as 
educators’ (Nieuwenhuys, 2001: 550). This, however, can be seen as a deliberate attempt to shun 
local perceptions of the duties and responsibilities of parents towards their children or the daily 
sacrifices they make. The policy framework has been supportive of projects that help parents to 
divert their ideologies toward what is believed to constitute a ‘decent future’ for their children 
(Niewenhuys, 2001) but as Admassie (2002) explains, it is important to highlight that ‘families 
do not send their children to work because they do not want them to have a bright future and 
lead a normal life … most parents will sacrifice everything they have to ensure that their children 
lead a life that might be better than theirs’ (p.258-59).  
The policy dialogue on child labour has shied away from acknowledging ASM’s contribution to 
rural development, including job creation – for each person employed directly in the sector, an 
estimated six downstream jobs are created – as well as production and human capital formation 
(Hilson and McQuilken, 2014). The focus, in line with the abolitionist agenda, has rather been 
on the sector’s deplorable environmental and social record: ASM activity has been linked to 
environmental degradation, child labour and unsanitary and unsafe living conditions associated 
with disease, petty crime, prostitution and illicit drug use (Barry, 1996; ILO, 1999; Hentschel et 
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al., 2002). These, however, are largely ‘expressions’ of the sector’s informality, and overshadow 
the positive economic impacts activities have in landscapes devoid of income-earning 
opportunities.  
2.3.1 Child labour in ASM: A poverty-induced phenomenon 
Before engaging more directly with the debates in this section of the chapter, some critical 
insights on how the context in which child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa now occurs came 
about, is provided. In doing so, the synergy between ASM and agriculture is briefly reviewed 
supporting the view that much of the work children perform in the ASM sector has been carried 
over from the subsistence farm.  
In sub-Saharan Africa, policymakers and donor organisations have, since the 1960s, been 
preoccupied with operationalising a ‘farm-first’ development manifesto for the region 
(Kamlongera 2011). Despite the obvious limitations of this approach, it still prevails. The 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers10 (PRSP) implemented in the sections of sub-Saharan Africa 
where ASM makes a significant contribution to GDP and foreign exchange, are still recipients 
of aid packages which are ‘smallholder’ farmer-focused (Banchirigah and Hilson, 2010).  
Perhaps more significantly, over five decades of research point to the growth of the ASM sector 
being a result of a changing agrarian character (see Haggblade et al., 1989; Reardon et al., 1988).  
Bryceson (1996), in particular, argued that ASM’s burgeoning growth was more likely 
associated with the broad de-agrarianisation movement already touched on in this chapter: 
individuals and families who have diversified because they were unable to adequately support 
themselves during agriculturally-slack periods and times characterised by transitory income 
shocks, and others who have diversified as a means to finance agricultural inputs, businesses 
and education pursuits (Banchirigah, 2008; Hilson, 2010b; Kamlongera, 2011). This is 
particularly relevant for sub-Saharan Africa, where there are few insurance mechanisms to offset 
                                                 
10 Low-income countries receiving debt relief under the Highly Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative are 
expected to produce a country-driven approach to eradicating poverty.  
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transitory income shocks thereby forcing households to diversify to non-farm activities in order 
to buffer against the risk of market failures and climatic change (Beegle et al., 2006). Despite 
the reluctance of donor organisations and policymakers to acknowledge the importance of ASM 
to rural communities, the pursuit of non-farm income has become the norm for farmers across 
rural sub-Saharan Africa.  They derive an estimated 45 per cent of their household income from 
non-farm sources (Barrett et al., 2001), including ASM. 
The economic deterioration of sub-Saharan Africa in the 1970s put pressure on host 
governments to implement structural reforms, which 'emphasize[d] the removal of market 
imperfections for the purpose of promoting growth' (Hilson and Potter, 2005: 104). The process 
involved the introduction of measures that would decrease national spending, including the 
privatisation of key industries, trade liberalisation and public service restructuring (Lienert, 
1998; Hilson and Potter, 2005; Banchirigah, 2006). The case of Zambia provides an illustrative 
example of the measures adopted under structural adjustment: 
The 1983 agreement involved, among other things, the devaluation of currency, limiting 
wage increases to 5%, decontrol of prices of essential commodities and the removal of 
subsidies on maize and fertilisers … Other measures included liberalisation of 
agricultural marketing, public sector reform and a reduction in civil service employment 
(Simutanyi 1996: 826). 
Structural adjustment policies aimed at reducing public sector expenditures led to retrenchments 
and recruitment freezes across the board. This included enforcing early retirement programs and 
removing so-called ‘ghost workers’ across government departments, including the education 
and health ministries (Lienert and Modi, 1997; Lienert, 1998). As anticipated, these draconian 
budget cuts yielded waves of mass unemployment and extreme poverty in both rural and urban 
settings across sub-Saharan Africa. Riddell (1992) provides a particularly detailed summary of 
the impact of structural adjustment in the region: 
There can be little doubt that the effects of SAPs in Africa have led to worsened 
conditions. Poverty has increased, and it no longer sounds radical to describe the process 
taking place in many countries as ‘underdevelopment’. The quality of life had declined 
as prices have risen, as infrastructures have crumbled, as services have deteriorated and 
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as employment opportunities have been reduced. Almost everyone has suffered, but rural 
peasants, urban slum dwellers, female-headed households, and the children of the poor 
have felt the negative effects of adjustment most severely, especially when their 
conditions are exacerbated by drought and conflict. (p. 66) 
 
The region’s underdevelopment, Riddell (1992) further explains, ‘involve[d] a return from the 
city and factory back to the mines and fields’ (p. 67).  Thousands of people caught up in the 
turmoil brought about by reforms would seek refuge in the ASM sector driven by their 
precarious economic positions. Significantly, these findings challenge earlier scholarly analysis 
of the sector galvanized by the landmark Small-Scale Mining in the Developing Countries report 
(UN, 1972), which suggest that individuals rushed into ASM because of a desire to get rich-
quick (Alpan 1986; Noetstaller, 1987; MacMillan, 1995). More importantly, evidence that the 
economic climate in sub-Saharan Africa had deteriorated rapidly and profoundly reinforces the 
view that ASM is a poverty-driven activity whose low-entry costs and short-term financial 
benefits attract the rural demographic because it created the environments needed for the sector 
to proliferate (Barry, 1996; Bryceson and Jønsson, 2010; Buxton, 2013).  
This section of the chapter has sought to detail the context within which child labour in rural 
sub-Saharan Africa ASM has emerged. The literature depicts child labour as a legitimate 
household coping strategy pursued out of necessity, a response to a combination of events that 
affect household income. According to Williams and Williams (2014), ‘[n]ecessity-driven 
entrepreneurs are ‘pushed into entrepreneurship because all other options for work are absent or 
unsatisfactory’ (p.24).  While there is a dearth of business management literature on child labour 
in ASM, ideas contained within the field on ‘necessity’ entrepreneurship in the informal 
economy have some distinct similarities with debates on ASM and motivations for entering the 
sector. In the next few paragraphs the thesis attempts to borrow ideas from this body of literature 
to rationalise the ASM phenomenon because, despite not being looked at in this context before, 
they are relevant to the subject analysed. 
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In the case of ASM, as has been illustrated throughout this chapter, there is a strong correlation 
between poverty and entry into the informal economy. While the concept of entrepreneurship 
has proved to be a contested and often elusive concept (Williams and Williams, 2004), especially 
in a complex sector such as ASM which operates on the fringes of formality, it is important to 
clarify that concepts which have roots in Western disciplines cannot always be applied 
universally because, as Anderson and Starnawska (2008) explain, ‘entrepreneurship means 
different things to different people’ (p. 222). Riddell (1992) and Silberschmidt (2001) also 
highlight an important point which has been overlooked in many development discussions: the 
shift in men’s household dominance and responsibility in the post-structural adjustment era. The 
large-scale unemployment brought about by structural adjustment, elements of which were 
highlighted earlier in this section, influenced the roles played and responsibilities assumed by 
men and women in rural African households. Generally, in the region, women are tasked with 
producing food for the household while men are responsible for providing financial assistance 
to the household that would cover expenses such as rent, school fees and medical bills. As wage 
labour became scarce, however, the man’s role as a provider was undermined, and women were 
forced to learn ‘how to make ends meet on their own – without any assistance from their absent 
husbands’ (Silberschmidt, 2001: p.661). One of the coping strategies for women who had 
traditionally occupied the informal sector was to enlist the help of their children, who, as a result 
of their lower social rank were ideal business partners. In fact, some women, choose certain 
‘trades’ having factored in their children’s input (Overå, 2007). These dynamics speak to the 
core ideas underpinning the debates on necessity entrepreneurship, which suggest that the move 
to ASM as a family unit is a response to external shocks caused in part by the implementation 
of neoliberal policies. 
Furthermore, it is equally important to take stock of the unique context (resource-starved 
environments) within which such entrepreneurship flourishes (De Soto, 1989).  There is now a 
sizeable body of literature that articulates the link between necessity entrepreneurship and the 
informal economy (Williams and Youssef, 2014). The individual entrepreneur’s desire to 
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operate in the formal economy has been hindered by the political, legal and economic context in 
which they operate (Hilson et al. 2018), a point illustrated clearly in the World Bank’s Doing 
Business 2017 report (World Bank, 2017), which claims that ‘[t]he Sub-Saharan Africa region 
continues to be home to the economies with the least business-friendly regulations on average’ 
(p. 6).  When applied to this context specifically, unless, as Barry (1996) asserts, ‘the benefits 
[of formalization] can be shown to outweigh the costs’ (p.4), informality will continue to plague 
the ASM sector, and with it, various negative ‘expressions’ such as child labour. But this should 
not detract attention from the importance of the entrepreneurial energy and spirit that is 
widespread in ASM communities, and, what it facilitates at the local level, particularly in the 
most impoverished of settings. Ultimately, most ASM operators found in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa would fall into the category of ‘necessity’ entrepreneurs because their decision to enter 
the sector is, in line with arguments presented on the subject in the business and management 
literature, motivated by ‘[a] desire to contribute to the social evolution of the community, the 
drive for achievement, the need for an internal locus of control, and the tendency to take high 
risks’ (Diomande, 1990: 192). 
But regardless of the motivations for entry into the sector or the social demographic it attracts, 
the key lesson to draw from this brief discussion is that, ‘most African entrepreneurs do not have 
the luxury of being selective when it comes to making decisions concerning, inter alia, labour, 
the number of economic activities they undertake, and business partners’ (Hilson and Hilson 
2015: 8). This, it is argued in the next section of the chapter, helps to explain why the presence 
of children at mine sites extends beyond simply being an example of ‘child labour crisis’ in a 
modern world.  In many ways, children are working to fill the gaps created by the region’s 
economic crisis, a fact which is still grossly overlooked four decades after ASM was first 
recognised as a sector in development dialogue. 
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2.3.2 Young faces in dangerous places: A critical appraisal 
Child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa is a controversial phenomenon that started to feature 
more prominently in development discussions after implementation of the UNCRC, 1989. As 
explained, sub-Saharan Africa has the highest concentration of child labour, over 80 per cent of 
which is found in the agriculture sector, according to the ILO (ILO, 2017). However, in the past 
two decades, a fairly inflexible policy framework has emerged on the back of the ILO’s 
Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour (C182). Increasingly lost in the policy 
discourse, however, are the experiences of resilient but ambitious children, many of whom 
engage in ASM to ensure their food security and to get access to crucial basic services such as 
health and education, in an environment that offers few legitimate income-earning opportunities 
for their primary carers. As mentioned in Section 2.2.2, part of the challenge with identifying 
child labour in ASM has been rooted in the ambiguity surrounding what is considered ‘light’ 
work or ‘hazardous’ work.  
Guided by the moral view that child labour is ‘bad’, irrespective of the context, significant 
support has been mobilised for the eradication of child labour in sub-Saharan Africa under the 
auspices of IPEC since C182 came into force. However, due to the complex nature and meaning 
of work in this unique context, the bulk of these interventions have not created lasting change. 
A misdiagnosis – or at best, a superficial assessment – of the child labour phenomenon has led 
to a situation where ‘prescription has outstripped analysis by a wide margin’ (Basu and Van 
1998: 412). In other words, donors and policymakers have invested more energy exploring 
strategies to ban child labour than conducting research to take stock of and better understand the 
phenomenon itself.  Addressing this shortcoming would go a long way toward pinpointing the 
circumstances facing – in this case – the rural African household (Baland and Robinson 2000), 
and by extension, yield more representative policy.   
The aim of Section 2.3.2, therefore, is to challenge the Western ideals of childhood and child 
socialisation that have been presented disparately in the literature and which underpin the ILO’s 
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drive to eradicate child labour in developing countries and in sub-Saharan Africa in particular. 
The debates will hopefully help to cast light on whether the alternative to child labour, as 
prescribed by policymakers and development practitioners, is an appropriate strategy for rural 
households. This angle has been overlooked heavily in both historical and more contemporary 
analyses of child labour and is virtually unexplored in the business and management literature.  
Critics of child labour consider it to be a violation of fundamental human rights. As a result, by 
the early 1990s, the ILO and its supporting UN agencies had stepped up their efforts to tackle it 
(Boockmann, 2010). At around the same time, two landmark reports were published, Child 
Labour: Targeting the Intolerable (ILO, 1996) and The State of the World’s Children (UNICEF, 
1997), which were among the first donor documents to delve into the complex dynamics of child 
labour in developing countries. Before implementation of the UNCRC, there were very few 
organisations examining the child labour phenomenon with interest.  The two abovementioned 
reports, therefore, helped to set a precedent and would galvanise interest in the subject in 
scholarly and practitioner circles. In the midst of a heated debate on the causes of child labour, 
the reports offered a clear perspective on how the issue was diagnosed at the policymaking level.  
Poverty, these reports explained, is a major factor that influences a household’s decision to 
supply child labour (ILO, 1996; UNICEF, 1997). But while ILO officials recognised that 
‘poverty is the most important reason why children work’, they were less clear in their opinion 
of whether ‘poverty necessarily causes child labour’ (ILO, 1996: 17). A year later, UNICEF 
officials echoed similar sentiments, reporting – perhaps controversially – that ‘the view that 
child labour is an inevitable consequence of poverty is a myth’ (UNICEF, 1997: 20).  This was 
one of the more revealing signs that the rhetoric was, indeed, beginning to shift. Experts were 
no longer conceptualising poverty as a driver in the same way it had historically been portrayed 
to have contributed to children’s employment in the Industrial Revolution (Nardinelli, 1990; 
Rahikainen, 2004; Crawford, 2010). This statement from Nardinelli (1990) captures popular 
sentiments at the time: 
57  
  
Clearly, the single most important factor affecting the supply of child labor to industrial 
and other occupations has always been family income. All else the same, families with 
low incomes will supply more child labor than families with high incomes (p.154).  
Around the time, a body of literature (Blair 1992; Landrigan et al. 1992; Snell 1999; 
Cunningham 2000) also surfaced, which drew attention to what was believed to be examples of 
‘children at work’ in Western settings. This no doubt helped to preserve the status quo on the 
policy front: it perpetuated the view that child labour is unacceptable regardless of the setting 
and used to illustrate how it is a universal ‘problem’ which did not escape developed countries, 
in the process, providing ammunition to a donor agenda which backers were clearly reluctant to 
change.  At the same time, and an issue which this thesis seeks to draw attention to, these 
discussions inevitably stifled efforts to conceptualise and implement a framework to eradicate 
child labour that was more in tune with the cultural nuances of poor regions of the world, such 
as sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, examples of what are now seen as the WFCL – such as 
ASM – in which so many young boys and girls were found working. Understandably, claiming 
that poverty caused child labour would get in the way of what Collier (2008) referred to as 
development biz, a business ‘run by the aid agencies and the companies that get the contracts 
for their projects’ (p. 4). Officials at the ILO claimed that protecting children from ‘exploitation’ 
should not be premised on whether poverty has been eradicated or not, a view which helped 
justify the establishment of IPEC in 1992 and its subsequent interventions in sub-Saharan Africa 
(ILO, 1996).  
While the ILO’s motivation for questioning the link between poverty and child labour is unclear 
at this rate, its officials were right in implying that poverty was a complex and multidimensional 
phenomenon, an approach supported by Green and Hulme (2005). Poverty alone cannot explain 
the burgeoning growth in the incidences of child labour in sub-Saharan Africa, an issue which 
the discussion that follows seeks to build on.  It takes the position that the picture painted by 
donor reports is narrowly-focused and therefore unrepresentative, having been developed from 
isolated cases that are mere ‘snapshots’ of much more complicated household decisions and 
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processes, each shaped heavily by generational family structures and cultural values (Nardinelli, 
1990; Crehan, 1992).   
Despite receiving considerable coverage in the literature, these issues – quite curiously – have 
been heavily overlooked in the child labour policy framework, as captured by Bass (2004):  
In general, the African context presents us with a household framework in which 
children’s work is used to benefit the parents and the extended family network, to secure 
sustenance and training opportunities for its members…Household strategies are not just 
short-term economic gains, but should also be viewed as calculated tactics that provide 
for the child and the family… Another indication that children’s work is considered 
training in the degree to which pay is substandard. Among apprenticeships, there is little 
or no potential for earnings, because these positions are viewed as endowing the child 
with valuable training (p.141- 142). 
Regrettably, however, the process which the ILO and its partners have adopted to tackle what 
has been singled out as examples of WFCL seems to have overlooked these cultural and social 
nuances.  Certainly, these groups are open to implementing more comprehensive approaches to 
tackling what are believed to be WFCL, as evidenced by their abandoning of harsh interventions 
and adoption of more progressive ideas.  Notably, there appears to be a much stronger push for 
promising social protection initiatives, including provision of health services, programmes 
which target vulnerable householders, capacity-building exercises, microcredit services and cash 
transfer schemes (ILO, 2010; ILO-IPEC, 2013).   
But even the designers of most of these interventions appear to have fallen short of properly 
understanding the social context beforehand, failing, in particular, to fully appreciate how 
‘children’s training and education are by-products of their work, especially in rural areas’ (Bass 
2004: 20), and then taking this into account during the design phase.  This has proved to be a 
significant oversight because identifying ‘exploitative’ situations has become increasingly 
challenging in sub-Saharan Africa because of ‘the enormous difference found within the same 
country and even the same household today were nowhere near as evident in the past’ (Keilland 
and Tovo, 2006: 7).  The position adopted in this thesis, however, is that, in the case of the 
region’s ASM economy, when it comes to explaining the phenomenon of ‘children at work’, it 
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is precisely the opposite. The analysis that follows, which frames the case study of Ghana 
examined in this thesis, argues that the work undertaken by many children in ASM across sub-
Saharan Africa today is, in many respects, a manifestation of a combination of complex family 
survival strategies, cultural practices and social strata that have existed for many generations. 
2.3.3 Critical reflections on the cultural value of children’s work in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa 
To appreciate why children in these ASM communities are unlikely to permanently abandon 
their work at (mine) sites despite elaborate rescue missions by well-intentioned NGOs, it is 
instructive to first broaden understanding of the socio-cultural context within which they are 
embedded. While the issue of child labour in the ASM sector in sub-Saharan Africa has only 
started to garner attention in the past two decades, children’s participation in the sector dates 
back to the pre-colonial era (Dumett, 1998). The reality based on what has already been 
discussed in this chapter is that the African working child challenges the modern discourse on 
childhood or, as Kehily (2004) puts it, ‘disturbs [the] notion of what a child is and how a child 
behaves’ (p.3). Thus, a key issue requiring examination here is how the work of children, which 
historically was considered to be of value to households around the world, became a taboo. 
A starting point for this analysis is to define the concept of socialisation. According to 
Havighurst and Davis (1943): 
Socialization … refers to (a) the selection by a society of certain specific behaviors out 
of all the psychological responses and cultural forms possible to human beings, and (b) 
the stamping in of this behavior as "proper" by the association with it of rewards. In this 
sense, socialization is the process of learning to become a Samoan, an urban Englishman, 
a New Yorker, or a small- town American, of a certain sex, age-group, ethnic group, and 
social class (p. 29). 
This statement suggests that from the moment of birth, children are taught how to live in their 
respective societies, with the process highly influenced by several factors specific to their 
context. This is consistent with the view of Ariès (1960), who, in his landmark publication 
Centuries of Childhood, identified the point in time when the modern romantic view of 
childhood emerged in the Western world, replacing an era in which children were mostly 
60  
  
neglected. The historical analysis not only proves that ideas about childhood are socially-
constructed but also offers a glimpse into the origins of the ‘ideal’ childhood as outlined in the 
policy framework. This commentary from Engels (2000) in his study of the working class in 
England between 1842 and 1844 is an illustrative example of these notions of an ideal childhood: 
…it is unpardonable to sacrifice to the greed of an unfeeling bourgeoisie the time of 
children which should be devoted solely to their physical and mental development, 
withdraw them from school and the fresh air, in order to wear them out for the benefit of 
the manufacturers (p. 235-236). 
In a similar fashion, Mayhew (1851) narrates his encounter with an eight-year-old watercress 
seller in the London streets: 
There was something cruelly pathetic in hearing this infant, so young that her features 
had scarcely formed themselves, talking of the bitterest struggles of life, with the calm 
earnestness of one who had endured them all. I did not know how to talk to her. At first 
I treated her as a child, speaking on childish subjects … I asked about her toys and games 
with her companions; but the look of amazement that answered me soon put an end to 
any attempt at fun on my part (p. 151). 
These two narratives, though based on observations made over 150 years ago, capture the extent 
to which the policy discourse on the African child is deeply-rooted in Western culture. 
Moreover, it underscores the factory origins of the concept of child labour, which explains why, 
as Nieuwenhuys (1996) observes ‘in the West social activists expressed outrage about child 
labour at home, while anthropologists romanticized the work of rural children in the colonies as 
a form of socialization well adapted to the economic and social level of preindustrial society’ 
(p.240). Furthermore, these historical snapshots support an emerging critique that claims that 
the child labour discourse has 1) evolved along a predefined moral route; and 2) been used to 
assess situations without considering the unique context within which they are embedded.   
Describing a child as having lost all childish ways and being adult-like, assumes that there is a 
dichotomy between childhood and adulthood. These pre-conceived notions of childhood and 
children’s behaviour, as will be discussed later in this section, have been partially responsible 
for the misdiagnosis of child labour in ASM. Additionally, the contrasting interpretations of an 
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identical situation – a girl selling watercress – highlight one of the underlying objectives of this 
thesis, to demonstrate that childhood and child labour are socially-constructed phenomena.  
To the middle class gentleman, the girl’s life was ‘cruelly pathetic’, but to her, life included a 
selection of special and memorable moments such as looking after a baby who laughed when 
she touched under its chin, being taught to do needlework by her mother at the age of five, 
getting free bunches of watercress from saleswomen, working alongside a friend and on some 
days buying a ‘penn worth of pudden, which is very nice with gravy’ (Mayhew, 1861: 151). The 
girl, much like many children in rural sub-Saharan Africa, become conscious of an ‘ideal’ 
childhood only when they are confronted with it through donor-sponsored child rights awareness 
raising campaigns. Finally, their purpose and existence are discredited by development 
practitioners who, like Mayhew and Engels, use their elite status to invent universal truths about 
childhood.  
This brief snapshot of nineteenth century Britain helps to highlight two points. First, children in 
industrialised countries have not always been considered to have no economic utility (Aries, 
1960). It was around the mid-nineteenth century that a clash of ideologies over the purpose of 
children started to emerge, coinciding with the final stages of the Industrial Revolution. The 
introduction of the Factory Act (1833) and the Mines Act (1842), which jointly restricted the 
employment of children under certain ages and limited the number of hours they could work 
also helped to create a work environment that was child-free (Morrow, 2010). In 1870, the 
Elementary Education Act was introduced in England and it made school attendance compulsory 
between the ages of 5 to 12 years. However, despite these policy developments, poor families 
continued to struggle to prioritise education because survival was paramount, while the loss of 
valuable income was not an option (Crawford, 2010).  
Second, it demonstrates that the modern concept of childhood has roots in Western elite and 
middle-class milieus. The perspective that only the ‘civilised’ can see the negative consequences 
of child labour overlooks crucial household dynamics that influence the decision to supply child 
62  
  
labour. A body of literature has criticised the UNCRC, C138 and C182 for upholding cultural 
imperialism through the subscription of a universal childhood (Burman, 1996; 
Niewenhuys ,1996; Jacquemin, 2006; Cook, 2009). However, this thesis takes the position, after 
Woodhead (1999), that childhood is a relative experience influenced by certain factors, including 
but not limited to, geographic location, socio-economic status, culture, tradition and social 
change. The childhood experience of an African boy or girl, therefore, must not be judged first 
from a position of power; rather, observers must position themselves on an equal footing to 
allow for a more objective analysis on why children become valuable assets during periods of 
economic hardship (Admassie, 2002).  
The changing lens on ‘childhood’ has created a level of obscurity in the way policymakers and 
donor organisations understand children’s work to contribute to customary socialisation 
processes in rural sub Saharan Africa. The literature implies that modern childhood is a period 
of irresponsibility, or as Nieuwenhuys (1996) puts it, ‘modern society sets children apart 
ideologically as a category of people excluded from the production of value … [and] The 
disassociation of childhood from the performance of valued work is considered a yardstick of 
modernity, and a high incidence of child labour is considered a sign of underdevelopment’ (p. 
237). Therefore, and consistent with the language of child rights and child labour policy found 
in C138, C182 and UNCRC, a child’s main role in society is to develop, play and attend school. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, however, the period between infancy and adulthood is viewed as an 
accelerated period of training to gain skills useful for future household economic pursuits (see 
Fields, 1948; Lystad ,1958; Hindman, 2009). In this context, children are seen as ‘social 
insurance against future uncertainty’ (Odukoya, 2009: 231), not idle beings whose only purpose 
is to be protected and cared for by altruistic parents.  
For many rural communities in sub-Saharan Africa, children’s work is considered to be ‘a 
natural and legitimate practice’ (de Lange 2000: 268). Children belong to a household 
production unit and are expected to demonstrate family accountability and responsibility from 
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an early age (Crehan, 1992). Although this very aspect of socialisation has been presented widely 
(Agbu, 2009; Ekpe-Otu, 2009), it has been overlooked by the ILO and its supporting agencies 
on the basis that it runs the risk of obscuring the dangerous reality of child labour in ASM, and 
that it legitimises child exploitation (de Lange, 2000). But doing so denies how, in rural sub-
Saharan Africa, socialisation is a defining and fairly recognisable attribute.  As explained at 
length by Bass (2004), throughout the region, ‘children have had a long history of agricultural 
and domestic work’, labour that ‘is often vocational education, especially when children work 
alongside their parents’ and ‘takes the form of informal training and socialization as children 
learn their adult roles’ (p. 24).  Many young boys and girls, therefore, are often found working 
‘alongside the parent as a means of vocational learning…for his or her future adult occupation’, 
situations in which ‘child work could be seen by parents as a traditional form of education, as a 
socialisation process, and as a means of transmitting acquired skills from parent to child’ (ibid).  
The rationale behind this, explains Abebe (2009), is that ‘children’s participation in work’ is 
believed to be ‘vital to maintain subsistence economies and ensure the continuity of certain 
cultural skills’ (p. 26).  
There is broad agreement that incidences of child labour are ‘inextricably linked to the social 
and cultural context in which it takes place’ (Abebe, 2009: 16) and therefore, they can only be 
deemed exploitative or unacceptable if the nuances of the populations in question are taken into 
consideration. Despite acknowledging that some forms of child work are tolerable because they 
are, in fact, beneficial to the socialisation process of a child, ILO officials do not give weight to 
the cultural dimension of child labour. Broadly, this is the belief that child labour is ‘learned 
behaviour acquired in the family and…that cultural traits at the household level, such as parental 
education and occupation, may determine whether a child works or not, and if so for how long 
and in what types of economic activities’ (Togunde and Carter, 2006: 76).  Over the past two 
decades, a body of literature has broached the issue of socialisation in this context in some depth 
(Nieuwenhuys, 1994; Admassie, 2002; Bass 2004; Bourdillon, 2006). Despite donor and policy 
rhetoric which may suggest otherwise, socialisation and more broadly, cultural issues, have 
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failed to have much of an impact influencing what has fast become a dynamic global agenda 
aimed at eradicating child labour in developing countries.   
Donors and policymakers have been slow to act on their convictions, largely because of a 
reluctance to detach themselves completely from western conceptualisations of childhood 
(Burman, 1996).  This partially explains the haste with which economic activities such as ASM 
have been labelled a WFCL and it is particularly obvious in two ways, the first being repeated 
reference to the Industrial Revolution and Western experiences.  It seemed that the dialogue that 
had surfaced during the build-up to C182, despite being dynamic and calling for a radical change 
in approach to eradicating child labour in developing countries, was, to some extent, held back 
by this.  While acknowledging that child labour in poorer areas of the world is a more complex 
phenomenon than has been diagnosed, the ILO continues to refer to past experiences with 
eradicating the problem in Europe and North America (ILO, 1996).  The insinuation seems to 
be that these are efforts worthy of replication, despite the very different contexts in question.   
The second obvious way that child labour was still being diagnosed chiefly through a Western 
‘lens’ was the repeated reference to ‘waged labour’, which, as Bequele and Boyden (1988) 
explain, ‘is generally believed that the most dramatic forms of exploitation of working children 
are associated with waged labour’ (p. 2).  To reiterate, in rural sub-Saharan Africa, children’s 
work can range from the ‘light work’ that C182 ‘permits’ to ‘hazardous’ labour, which, although 
described as arduous and exploitative, should still be regarded as highly contextual.  The 
perpetual evaluation of work according to economic criteria such as income – which, in the case 
of child labour, tended to be the case during the build-up to C182, despite the discussions on 
‘socialisation’ at the time – is a hallmark of capitalist societies, not rural subsistence populations 
which mainly operate in the informal realm and derive labour from their kinship network 
(Schidkrout, 1981; Crehan, 1992; Andvig, 2001).   
Given that the ‘notion of ‘labour’ for its part arrived with the birth of capitalism when, to begin 
with, it referred exclusively to waged labour’ (de Lange 2000: 269), unless a more bottom-up 
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evaluation procedure is adopted, identifying, with some level of certainty, incidences of 
‘unacceptable’ work practices among groups in which ‘the child’s role is viewed in terms of not 
just childhood itself, but also of social representations regarding age and gender’ (ibid) will 
remain an  excessively challenging undertaking. This is, once again, highlighting a key issue in 
the potential misdiagnosis of children’s participation in ASM as a WFCL. Donor organisations 
have not considered that it may not be a matter of abuse and/or exploitation but rather, that child 
labour in ASM is merely ‘the outcome of parental decisions motivated by the welfare of their 
children given particular economic circumstances of the family’ (Nardinelli, 1990: 65). 
Table 2.3 Select data on poverty indicators in sub-Saharan Africa11 12 
Country 
Human Development 
Index (HDI) 
Gross National Income 
(GNI) per capita (PPP) US$ 
Poverty headcount ratio at 
$1.90 a day (2011 PPP) (% of 
population) 
Burkina Faso 0.423 1,650 43.7 (2014) 
Ethiopia 0.463 1,719 26.7 (2015) 
Ghana 0.592 4,096 12.0 (2012) 
Guinea 0.459 2,067 35.3 (2012) 
Mali 0.427 1,953 49.7 (2009) 
Rwanda 0.524 1,811 56.0 (2013) 
Sierra Leone 0.419 1,240 52.2 (2011) 
Zambia 0.588 3,557 57.5 (2015) 
 
The current reality for thousands of rural sub-Saharan African households is that they are 
entrenched in a deep poverty cycle; the importance of recognising this cannot be 
overemphasised. Nearly one out of every two Africans lives in extreme poverty today (Table 
2.3), which greatly limits vocational and economic opportunities and pushes families to exhaust 
all available avenues to increase meagre incomes (World Bank, 2013). The evidence shows a 
linear relationship between income-based poverty and child labour in sub-Saharan Africa (Basu 
and Van, 1998). The Understanding Children’s Work (UCW), an inter-agency research 
partnership between the ILO, UNICEF and the World Bank supports this view, its officials argue 
                                                 
11 Human Development Reports (2018 Statistical Update) http://hdr.undp.org/en/2018-update (accessed 13 
December 2018) 
12 ‘Poverty & Equity Portal’ http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/country/ZMB (accessed 13 December 
2018) 
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that ‘child labour is most pervasive in countries where income levels are lowest’ (UCW, 2007: 
44).  
Green and Hulme (2005) challenge the simplicity of this poverty narrative because they find the 
phenomenon to be much more complex and multidimensional than it is given credit for. They 
argue that an ‘income-based understanding of poverty is scaled down in the assumption that 
poor households can escape poverty through increasing incomes’ (p. 868). While poverty can 
be temporary for some, for millions of inhabitants in sub-Saharan Africa who are susceptible to 
falling into poverty traps, escaping hardship requires more than just increasing their household 
income because ‘the very conditions of poverty today make it likely that poverty will continue 
again tomorrow’ (Smith, 2005: 11). Those engaged in ASM in the region are susceptible to 
poverty traps that are fuelled by, inter alia, a lack of investment, limited access to credit, and 
inappropriate technologies (Hilson and Pardie, 2006; Hilson, 2012b). 
That said, the high incidence of child labour in sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates the challenge 
of grouping more than a billion children’s experiences under a single policy such as the UNCRC, 
C138 or C182. While indeed acknowledging the potential importance of socialisation as an 
explanation for children at work in developing countries, donors and policymakers have 
struggled to fully engage with the idea (Burman, 1996).  Their ambivalence on the issue of 
cultural context and socialisation is detectable in some of the donor publications produced since 
the UNCRC such as this one:  
Understanding all the various factors that lead children into work is essential. But 
deference to tradition is often cited as reason for not acting against intolerable forms of 
child labour. Children have an absolute, unnegotiable right to freedom from hazardous 
child labour – a right now established in international law and accepted by every country 
that has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Respect for diverse cultures 
should not deflect us from using all the means at our disposal to make every society, 
every economy, every corporation, regard the exploitation of children as unthinkable 
(UNICEF 1997: 30-31). 
In short, by assigning themselves the role of childhood gatekeeper, officials at the ILO and other 
UN agencies imply that they consider the heterogeneity of childhood to be a subject that is 
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‘irrelevant to practice’ (Burman, 1996: 46). Furthermore, it validates a point Morrow (2010) 
makes about India’s failure to implement British child labour legislation in the nineteenth 
century: namely, how ‘[t]he lack of success in implementing this legislation was used as proof 
that Indians were too backwards to rule themselves…for it was impossible to achieve success 
without jeopardizing the very foundation of colonial rule’ (p. 437).  
There appears to be shared understanding among ILO officials that ‘a distinction must be made 
between tasks that are adequate for children, potentially beneficial for acquiring skills and 
socialization, and child labour’ (ILO, 2013: 13). Grimsrud (2001) echoed these sentiments, 
arguing that policymakers need to start drawing ‘a line between child labor … and activities 
considered part of a natural socialization process’ (p.1). However, donors seem keen to overlook 
the cultural dimension of child labour as quickly as they have acknowledged its importance, at 
times openly questioning the sanity of endorsing young boys and girls at work, regardless of 
context. The following passage captures the essence of what has clearly become a dilemma for 
donors, largely because of their reluctance to abandon Western conceptualisations of 
‘childhood’: 
Many of us possess romantic notions of childhood, a time that is to be reserved for 
innocence, wonder and discovery. And many others argue from a practical perspective 
that childhood and the formal transition to work is a modern social construct that takes 
on different meanings in different cultures. Yet, universally, we agree there’s something 
wrong with the above scenario, be it in a gold mine, a sugarcane field, a garment factory, 
a timber operation, a construction site or a garbage heap. When we allow children to be 
placed in such a situation, we surrender a bit of our humanity (ILO, 2011: xv). 
Claiming that children miss out on a ‘childhood’ because their reality – abject poverty – can 
often require them to postpone crucial study and play time is misinformed. In effect, the way 
‘child labour’ and ‘childhood’ have been portrayed by donor organisations resonates with ideas 
of social injustice: children ‘are depicted as helpless victims…dependent on protection and 
rescue by adults’ (Myers, 1993: 31). In rural sub-Saharan Africa, ‘very few children and young 
people enjoy the luxury of being taken care of by their parents or the state until they reach the 
age of eighteen’ (de Boeck and Honwana, 2005: 4). Consequently, children are socialised to 
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become extensions of their parents, who equally contribute to the household’s chores, food 
production and income-generating activities. This is why, Bourdillon (2006) explains, that 
‘rather than dichotomizing work from school, work from play, children from adults, we should 
see the work of children as activities that satisfy particular needs’ (p. 1206),  These negative 
connotations limit the level of self-satisfaction children derive from being able to provide for 
themselves and their families, and dismisses the different layers of hardship that could be 
reached if the ‘added worker effect’ was revoked (Grimsrud, 2003). 
A 95 percent rate of ratification for the C182 has been interpreted by abolitionists as a sign of 
consensus about how to tackle child labour – that is, according to Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 8.7, to '[t]ake immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern 
slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of 
child labour, including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all 
its forms’. The ambitious goal, as evidenced by the SDGs’ predecessor, the Millennium 
Development Goals’ (MDG) failure to eradicate WFCL by 2015 – ironically, the pace of decline 
slowed considerably nearing the deadline – is yet another example of how detached policy is 
from the realities on the ground.  Given that it is widely believed that the WFCL category is 
comprised of activities which no country could credibly defend, it can be argued that the 
overwhelming popularity of C182 is more of indication of what signatories aspire to accomplish 
as opposed to what they are able to achieve. In any case, as Arpioni and Himes (1996) explain, 
‘ratifying an international human rights treaty is hardly the same as overcoming the problems or 
violations of rights such a convention addresses’ (p. 8).  
While child labour abolitionists have been quick to praise the West’s successful experience of 
regulating child labour, Bekombo (1981) argues that, ‘European social history is not being 
repeated in Black Africa…the problem of child labour, strictly speaking, is not clearly applicable 
to the African context’ (p. 128). Donor organisations, therefore, should aim to recognise that 
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‘children are social beings whose world is constructed within a historical and a cultural frame 
of reference’ (Boakye-Boaten, 2010: 105). 
Accordingly, the position taken in this thesis, is that the reluctance to discard Western 
conceptualisations of ‘childhood’ explains why, more often than not, children’s presence at work 
in Saharan African is branded a WFCL and not what it actually is in most cases: one of a number 
of ‘expressions’ of the cultural elements of the region’s rural societies or what has been packaged 
by sympathisers as activities that are a part of the ‘socialisation’ process..  Demanding that the 
ILO and supporting UN agencies assign more weight to cultural factors in during the policy 
design and enforcement process is not a slight against its ongoing efforts to eliminate child 
labour but rather, a call to acknowledge how culture defines the African family and its embedded 
labour unit.   
 
2.4 The paradox of child labour and human capital 
The review now turns to the relationship between education and child labour, which the literature 
has explored in significant depth over the past three decades. Improving access to education in 
sub-Saharan Africa has become a fundamental component of the global poverty alleviation 
agenda and is a core focus at the heart of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 
Education 2030 Framework for Action (Lewin, 2009; Brown, 2012). The latter is the outcome 
of a commitment (Incheon Declaration) made by over 180 countries at the 2015 World 
Education Forum to ‘ensure the provision of 12 years of free, publicly funded, equitable quality 
primary and secondary education, of which at least nine years are compulsory, leading to 
relevant learning outcomes’ (UNESCO, 2016: 7). Respectively, achieving universal education 
remains one of the explicit goals of the ILO and its supporting UN agencies – especially in 
relation to child labour elimination. However, as is explained in the ensuing paragraphs, the 
thesis challenges the view that education and child labour are inextricably linked.  
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Access to primary education has grown exponentially in the past two decades and as of 2014, 
the global net enrolment rate13 is approximately 91 percent (UNESCO, 2016). Despite the 
significant progress in increasing primary school enrolment rates globally and in sub-Saharan 
Africa, the region continues to lag behind with a primary net enrolment rate of 80 percent, and 
at least 31.4 million primary school age children have been identified as being out of school, 
accounting for 52 percent of the global out of school population in that category (UNESCO, 
2016).  Studies to determine why children do not go to school and where they are when they are 
not in school have highlighted several plausible explanations. For the purposes of this 
discussion, which seeks to broaden understanding of why child labour is considered a ‘trade-
off’ to education, this section of the chapter explores the possible effects of the former on 
schooling through a human capital ‘lens’.  It specifically revisits a line of questioning that has 
dominated the literature on child labour for decades: namely, how investment in education and 
expected future returns are weighed against the needs of the household production network 
(Becker, 1993). 
In a landmark paper, Schultz (1961) introduced the idea that people were productive resources 
whose human capital, if deliberately invested in, could have a substantial impact on the growth 
of Western economies. Despite emerging links between education and economic growth at the 
time, the author argued that economists continued to ‘shy’ away ‘from the explicit analysis of 
investment in human capital, and then on the capacity of such investment to explain many a 
puzzle about economic growth’ (p. 1). Justifiably, the idea of investing in human capital was 
treaded cautiously at a time when slavery, and the idea that human beings were resources, was 
still fresh in the minds of free men (Becker, 1993). In response to this, Schultz (1961) claimed 
that, ‘by investing in themselves, people enlarge the range of choice available to them’ (p.2).  
When the fundamental idea underpinning this theory is applied to the debates presented in this 
                                                 
13 Net enrolment rate: ‘total number of students in the theoretical age group for a given level of education enrolled 
in that level, expressed as a percentage of the total population in that age group’ 
(http://uis.unesco.org/node/334718: accessed on 28 September 2018) 
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chapter, the aforementioned line of questioning becomes clearer: how, by supplying child labour 
from their households, parents are making a costly trade-off with education. In other words, the 
time that could be spent in a classroom is diverted to household production, a move which 
generates a short-term subsistence income at the expense of young boys and girls gaining an 
education and potentially being able to provide a sustainable long-term future income (Baland 
and Robinson, 2000; Ravalion and Wodon, 2000).  
The view taken in this thesis is that access to basic primary education is the most fundamental 
human capital investment that can be made to ensure that a child’s expected future returns can 
be increased. Subsequently, expenditure on primary education (school fees, textbooks, uniforms, 
transport, food, etc.) becomes one of the most important parental decisions in rural households. 
Although the relationship between school and future earnings has helped to guide debates on 
child labour, there is insufficient evidence available to prove that the relationship between 
schooling and work is as linear as projected (Orazem and Gunnarsson, 2003). The next few 
paragraphs analyse some of the human capital assumptions that have been popularised in policy 
discussions, with the aim of understanding whether achieving universal primary education in 
sub-Saharan Africa can have the desired impact on child labour. 
The literature on child labour and education has focused almost entirely on an either-or situation, 
in other words, it assumes that work and school are incompatible.  Fuller et al. (1995) were 
among the first to challenge this view, stating that work did not necessarily increase a child’s 
probability of leaving school. Ravallion and Wodon (2000) would later discover that child labour 
and school enrolment were neither mutually exclusive nor complementary activities. Several 
other studies (see Colclough et al., 2000; Robson, 2004; André and Godin, 2014) have shown 
that children are capable of juggling different social roles effectively.  
While ILO officials (ILO, 2003) and partners have been cautious enough to emphasise that the 
relationship between work and school is not mutually exclusive, the language used in donor 
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publications leans towards the view that ‘going to school’ should feature prominently in 
childhood.  Consider the following:  
Childhood is the time for children to be in school and at play, to grow strong and 
confident with the love and encouragement of their family and an extended community 
of caring adults (UNICEF, 2004: 3). 
To reiterate, this thesis asserts that childhood is a social construct. Earlier insight into the 
perceived role of children in the rural sub-Saharan African context revealed that local 
conceptualisations of childhood compete with international ones. Thus, contradictions in the 
understanding of the concept of childhood shape how child labour policy is interpreted locally 
and how children are perceived by adults in the domestic sphere and at school.  
To determine whether child labour is harmful to children’s schooling, the following two issues 
must be taken into consideration: 1) the type of work performed; and 2) the time spent working. 
Only a fraction of those identified as child labourers, according to the C182 definition, work to 
the extent that it affects their education and health (Buchmann, 2000; Canagarajah and 
Coulombe, 1997) – more so than is usual for a child living in a low-income household in rural 
sub-Saharan Africa. Empirical studies have, thus far, not shown a clear causal relationship 
between child labour and low school attendance (see Ravallion and Wodon, 2000; Buchmann, 
2000; Burke and Beegle, 2004). In Kenya, for example, ‘[c]hild labour accounts for only a small 
portion of school absences…The great majority of absences from school are due to illness or 
failure to pay school fees’ (Buchmann, 2000: 1359). Consistent with the data presented in 
Chapter 6, most children combine work with school to cover school-associated expenses such 
as learning materials, uniforms, food and transport.  
The second covers the assumed parental authority in deciding whether a child goes to school or 
not. Becker (1993) makes two key points in his household production network argument: 1) 
parents make the decisions concerning schooling and work; and 2) parents are altruistic in the 
sense that they consider their own as well as their children’s welfare. From these points of view, 
when deciding where to make a human capital investment, the literature explains that parents 
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will prioritise the option that will maximise the household’s resources then decide how to 
distribute the available resources among existing household members (Becker, 1993).  
Similarly, Cigno and Rosati (2005) argue that ‘parents decide how much food, attention, and 
medical care to give each child…[and] whether to send their children to school or work, and 
how much food, education, and medical care each child should get’ (p. 29).  However, these are 
merely assumptions based on experiences from common Western households, which were the 
focus of Becker’s (1993) human capital analysis. First, no two households are composed or 
operate the same and more importantly, in the case of poor rural households, there are dire 
consequences to be considered when it comes to parental decision-making, some of which would 
place parents on the extreme opposite of altruistic. 
Several studies have highlighted the importance of the kinship network in socialising the child 
and the difficulty in creating binary categories which segregate education, work and play in the 
lives of children (Crehan, 1992). Education, though hailed for being the antidote to poverty, is 
an individualistic pursuit whose benefits may potentially not materialise in the lifetime of the 
present household. Households in rural sub-Saharan Africa are not individualistic because 
‘everyone, men, women, young and old, are seen as having a role to play in production’ (Crehan, 
1992: 120): in the face of a transitory income shock, it is no surprise that a formal education 
becomes the first casualty. Buchmann (2000) argues that a household will invest in children who 
are deemed to have great academic potential because they are most likely to have better future 
employment opportunities. But this implies that parental prioritisation of male children’s 
education has to do with its perceived impact on household wealth rather than a reflection on 
cultural values rooted in patriarchal ideology. This is a view that would undermine global efforts 
to close the gender gap altogether in all sectors of society, especially in education where the 
majority of out of school children were found to be girls (UNESCO, 2016).  
Another point to consider here is that in the structural adjustment era, which saw the 
implementation of stringent budget cuts across sectors and the introduction of user charges for 
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water, education and health.  These changes have had a negative impact on household dynamics 
including parental choices regarding their children (Bryceson, 1999; Riddell, 1992; Morgan and 
Solarz, 1994; Grootaert, 1994). By introducing user charges to access education during the 
structural adjustment era, the choice of whether to send children to school or not was transferred 
from the government to households that were already trapped in poverty.   
Spencer (1995) claims that the reasoning behind user charges was not just about managing a 
government’s fiscal deficit but was also seen as a way to manage excess consumption and 
generate higher utility. However, based on the figures of out of school children, it can be argued 
that user charges have deterred the poor from going to school, especially during transitory 
income shocks (Hunter and May, 2003; Colclough et al., 2000). If high human capital has an 
impact on national economic growth, then the onus should be on the government to ensure the 
most vulnerable have access to education at no cost. To put it more simply, based on the evidence 
above, it can be argued that the child labour situation in the ASM sector in sub-Saharan Africa 
is far more supportive of the poverty hypothesis than the education hypothesis which, to 
reiterate, suggests that a stronger education system can dissuade children from entering the ASM 
sector. 
Despite knowing the value of education and having evidence that in rural sub-Saharan Africa 
education is often substituted for more urgent basic needs, policymakers have, ironically, left 
the choice to invest in children’s education in the hands of parents, who the benefits of an 
education are not intended for. Donor organisations’ hasty intervention strategy vis-à-vis the 
child labour ‘crisis’ can thus be interpreted as a move to protect children from the wrong choices 
of their parents. Parents of poor children are represented as not valuing investment in children’s 
future human capital or as ‘imperfect specimens of the enlightened European man’ 
(Niewenhuys, 2013: 5). But the question remains whether African parents have been given a fair 
chance to act in the best interests of their children and perhaps it is not a question of whether 
African parents are altruistic enough but whether the IMF and World Bank, through their 
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structural adjustment programs, were wrong to gamble with the futures of African children in 
the first place.  
Clearly, the idea of foregoing earnings for the duration of a child’s educational pursuits is 
inconceivable for vulnerable households whose basic needs have not been met. This includes 
the hundreds of thousands of households in sub-Saharan Africa now dependent on ASM for their 
livelihoods.  Basu and Van (1998) explain that ‘a family will send the children to the labor 
market only if the family's income from non-child-labor sources drops very low’ (p. 416). In 
ideal situations, investment in a child’s education has the potential of determining how well a 
country ‘succeeds in developing and utilizing the skills, knowledge, health, and habits of its 
population’ (Becker, 1995: 1).  But at the same time, human capital cannot be considered 
independently because it is enabled by a favourable policy environment, social context and 
individual agency (Spender, 2011). Udry (2003) found that the absence of smoothly-operating 
credit markets affected the impoverished household’s ability to deal with transitory income 
shocks. This forced families to make a decision between ‘maintain[ing] the schooling enrolment 
of the children and face a decline in an already inadequate level of consumption, or try and 
protect the family’s current living standard by relying on increased child labor’ (p. 6).  This 
corroborates with evidence that shows that households in developing countries adjust school 
attendance and the supply of child labour to absorb the impact of negative income shocks (Peters, 
1986; Kea, 2007; Guarcello et al., 2003) 
The final assumption presented in the literature is that going to school is the only true source of 
human capital and skills. This implies that schooling raises earnings and productivity by 
providing knowledge, skills and a way of analysing problems. This view, while supported by 
economic analyses (UNESCO, 2016), is problematic in three ways, the first being the fact that 
despite a dramatic growth in net primary enrolment in the region, the rates of poverty and 
unemployment have remained high. UNESCO (2017) estimates that at least 43 percent of sub-
Saharans are living in extreme poverty and that ‘37% of workers are extremely poor and a further 
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32% moderately poor’ (p. 52). The child labour policy framework has evolved with the idea that 
eradicating child labour should not depend on poverty reduction progress, yet almost half of sub-
Saharan Africans live in poverty (UNESCO, 2017), the majority of whom derive their incomes 
from the informal sector. Thus, to tackle child labour in any of its forms irrespective of this 
context highlights one of the major weaknesses of current child labour policy framework.  
Second, growth in enrolment rates is not a representation of the effectiveness of the education 
system. The quality of education on offer in sub-Saharan Africa has certainly come under 
scrutiny in recent years, as empirical studies prove that educational attainment is not the only 
important factor to consider when measuring human capital (UNESCO, 2017). Particularly 
debatable is the idea that educational attainment can be compared between countries, because 
doing so would require proving that ‘schools across diverse countries are imparting the same 
amount of learning per year’ (Hanushek, 2013: 206). In addition, some of the measures of school 
quality currently used by donor organisations, including teacher/pupil ratio, percentage of 
female teachers and public expenditure per pupil, have been shown not to have any significant 
relationship with educational attainment (Hanushek, 2013).  
There is a proven difference between simply going to school on the one hand and on the other 
hand, going to school to gain high level skills, which Hanushek (2013) argues has a more direct 
bearing on human capital. This underscores the importance of not just promoting a universal 
education but ensuring that the education on offer meets the required standards and is relevant 
to local labour market needs. The development of the educational curricula in sub-Saharan 
Africa has been highly influenced by strong Eurocentric ideology (Kea, 2007). Thus, it is 
possible that the education system in rural sub-Saharan Africa has failed to produce the expected 
outcomes because policymakers have also neglected the importance of taking stock of the 
sociocultural context within which out-of-school children and work/school combiners are 
embedded (Bhalotra and Heady, 2003; Berlan, 2013). This is particularly relevant to the study 
of child labour in ASM, and recent attempts to remove children from the sector and integrate 
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them into schools. It is unquestionable that working in ASM has negative short and long-term 
impacts on the wellbeing of children, however, as reiterated throughout this chapter, they cannot 
be viewed as ‘autonomous individuals occupying independent positions in society’ (Abebe and 
Kjørholt, 2009: 178). Attempts to remove children from the mine site and place them inside 
classrooms should be guided by the common and often traditional values of the group the 
children belong to. Nieuwenhuys (2010) provides a critical perspective on this point:  
Practically, it remains rather artificial to focus on childhood in contexts where children 
are not set collectively apart because they are children… This kind of position results in 
decrying these young people’s ‘lack of childhood’ – and providing justification for 
outside intervention – as if this is something that cannot only be ‘given’ to them but is 
also what they would passionately desire (p. 294). 
Often missing from the debates which compare Africa’s present with Europe’s past is how the 
successful elimination of child labour and prioritisation of education has been facilitated by 
technological advancement through implementation of a rigid policy framework and 
establishment of a complementary legislative environment and effective social protection 
systems and the existence a decent job market (UCW, 2017). In eighteenth century Britain, 
children’s contributions to household food production were still prioritised over education, as is 
often the case today in rural sub-Saharan Africa (Crehan, 1992; Crawford, 2010).  
The evidence presented in this section of the chapter offers further insight on why there appears 
to be a disconnect between policy and the realities of life in rural sub-Saharan Africa. Failure to 
acknowledge the importance and significance of the sector for millions of people is a gross 
oversight and certainly affects the way issues such as child labour – which, in the case of the 
region’s ASM sector, is largely an expression of its informality – have been diagnosed.  This 
policy disconnect as Banchirigah and Hilson (2010) explain, is not due to a lack of evidence 
detailing the dynamics of this informality because in the past two decades, ‘a steady stream of 
findings have emerged’ (p.173) on the subject.  
The lack of basic infrastructure in rural areas, the economic vulnerabilities, the teacher shortages, 
the government budget constraints, and the migratory pattern of those who pursue opportunities 
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at ASM sites raise questions about the availability, quality and access to decent education 
(Kondylis and Manacorda, 2006; Kielland and Tovo, 2006; ILO, 2016). Morrow (2010) expands 
on the dilemma that policymakers face in the process of removing children from the work 
environment, concluding that ‘turning children into ‘learners’, and excluding them from work, 
leaves government with the problem of converting young people into ‘earners’’ (p.437). While 
the human capital theory can be favourably applied to ‘modern’ societies, when applied to the 
context of rural sub-Saharan African context it exposes several issues, namely the implication 
that ‘human capital is developed primarily outside of the family rather than in it’ (Boyden and 
Levison, 2000: 11). The next section (2.5) introduces the Ghana case study which is used to 
examine the dynamics of child labour at ASM sites in rural sub-Saharan Africa in greater depth. 
2.5 An Overview of the Ghana Case Study 
This section provides country information on Ghana, describing the broader socio-cultural and 
economic context in which the WFCL and human capital policy discourse is set. Particularly 
interesting is the attempt to address the government’s failure to meet the goal of providing a free 
basic education to every Ghanaian child, particularly those from low-income households. 
Furthermore, it addresses the Ghanaian sociocultural perspective on child labour and the 
perceived understanding of what being a child means in modern Ghana.  A historical overview 
of the burgeoning growth of ASM in Ghana is also introduced to highlight the depth of the child 
labour misdiagnosis by the ILO and its partner organisations.  
Ghana is the location of one of the largest and most diverse ASM economies in sub-Saharan 
Africa. The advanced state of ASM in the country, particularly its policy framework, makes it 
the ideal case study, because it offers valuable lessons to other governments in sub-Saharan 
Africa that are working towards formalising the sector with the long-term view of using this as 
a platform to boost national economies and eliminate the negative expressions of the sector’s 
informality, particularly child labour. There are other reasons why Ghana provides an ideal 
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platform for investigating child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa.  These are covered in four 
sections.  
2.5.1 The growth of the ASM sector 
The first reason relates to Ghana’s intimate historical link to a vibrant agricultural and rich 
mineral sector.  Gold production has had a cultural and commercial importance to the country 
since circa eighth century AD, from which point it has dovetailed subsistence farming, acting as 
an extension during agricultural slack periods (Hill 1997; Dumett, 1998; Hilson 2002). After 
Ghana became the first country in sub-Saharan Africa to officially gain independence in 1957, 
its economic performance started to decline significantly.  According to Osei and Quartey 
(2001), Ghana started to accumulate large amounts of debt from the 1960s, but it became even 
more prominent in the 1980s. To address their fiscal problems, the Government of Ghana turned 
to the World Bank and IMF for help, and both organisations proposed a neoliberal plan to 
reposition Ghana in the global economy. Phase I of the Economic Recovery Program (ERP) was 
introduced in 1983.  
Figure 2.3 Ghana gold production 1983-1996 (Akabzaa and Darimani, 2001) 
 
Some of the mining reforms recommended under the 1983 ERP package certainly improved the 
sector’s economic productivity (Figure 2.3). The government overhauled restrictive mineral 
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policies and instead offered attractive benefits to foreign investors such as tax subsidies and 
variable royalty rates (Hilson and Potter, 2005). As a result, there has been a foreign ‘scramble’ 
for mineralised land in Ghana since the 1980s (Ayee et al., 2011) and it is estimated that as much 
as one third of the country is under concession to large-scale mining and mineral exploration 
companies today (Banchirigah, 2011).  
Since it became officially legalised by the Small-Scale Gold Mining Law (PNDCL 218) in 1989, 
ASM has become one of the most prolific economic activities across the country. For the period 
2007-2015 the sector produced 8,726,542 ounces (oz) of gold, generating just under US$11 
million in revenue (GHEITI, 2018). While the policy went a long way towards legitimising the 
sector as a viable livelihood option, it provided its own set of challenges that would prove 
debilitating for low-income households. The legal requirement to register for a Small-Scale Gold 
Mining License before engaging in any mining activity added a lengthy and expensive 
bureaucratic layer to the process, further marginalising those driven to the sector by poverty 
(Hilson and Potter, 2005).   
Table 2.4 Ghana’s public debt incurred between 2000-201714 
Period 
Total Debt   
(GH¢ billion) 
Domestic Debt 
(GH¢ billion) 
External Debt 
(GH¢ billion) 
2007-2008 4.8 1.9 2.4 
2009-2012 25.3 13.6 6.2 
2013-2016 87.5 35.0 12.5 
2017 (Jan-Sep) 16.3 9.9 1.4 
Total 133.9 60.4 22.5 
 
In a desperate attempt to save the country from further economic turmoil – the debt was 
hindering economic development and poverty alleviation progress – the Government decided in 
2001 to opt into the Heavily Indebted Poor Country (HIPC) initiative (Osei and Quartey, 2001). 
HIPC sought to provide relief to cash-strapped countries on the basis that they implemented a 
World Bank and IMF-prescribed Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP). Over three decades 
                                                 
14 Data extracted from the Institute for Fiscal Studies (2018) 
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of neoliberal economic reform have produced some contradictory outcomes for Ghana as 
Awanyo and Attua (2018) highlight here:  
One paradox that has perennially engaged the attention of scholars, governments, and 
development practitioners of Ghana is, on the one hand, the palpable economic growth 
under neoliberalization, and on the other hand, the enduring uneven regional 
development that concentrates growth in historically favored regions and leaves 
persistently high levels of poverty in certain regions (p.174). 
To elaborate, despite being in possession of an estimated 70 per cent of the region’s proven gold 
reserves (Hilson 2002), ‘Ghana’s debt stock has increased astronomically over the last decade 
with serious implications for the economy’ (Table 2.4) (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2018: 1). 
According to the 2018 Multidimensional Poverty Index (OPHI, 2018), 24.2 per cent of Ghana’s 
population in 2014 lived below the national poverty line, and 12 per cent lived below the 
international poverty line of US$1.90 a day (OPHI, 2018).  
While the economic growth since 1983 has led to an overall decline in poverty, these numbers 
do not fully capture the extent of deprivation in some parts of Ghana, where an estimated 1.1 
million men, women and children work directly in ASM with an additional 4.4 million 
depending on their income (IGF, 2017). Overall, the ASM sector was a ‘labour sponge,’ it 
attracted a diverse group of people from all over the country. This included former civil servants 
laid off as part of the ERP’s plan to minimise national spending (Konings, 2002). Several mining 
engineers could be found there having lost their jobs through privatisation and scores of high 
school and university-educated individuals turned to ASM when they came face to face with the 
region-wide unemployment crisis (Hilson and Potter, 2005; Banchirigah, 2006). The purpose of 
this contextual analysis is to reiterate that the ASM sector in Ghana, and consistent with the 
arguments presented earlier about the sector being poverty-driven, was created by neoliberal 
policies intent on rescuing the poor. 
2.5.2 Historical significance of children’s work in Ghana  
Before examining modern attempts to manage the child labour problem in Ghana’s ASM sector, 
in order to meet Goal 8.7 of eradicating the worst forms of child labour by 2025, it is important 
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to review the historical significance of work in the lives of Ghanaian children, especially outside 
of the domestic sphere, in order to properly contextualise the contemporary debates that have 
been presented above. In so doing, it delves into the second reason why Ghana provides an 
interesting canvas for studying the dangerous spaces which children in modern sub-Saharan 
Africa navigate.  
Ghana has a rich anthropological history which offers insight on kinship networks and household 
dynamics, specifically the historical importance of children’s work (see van Hear 1982; Hill 
1997; Blunch and Verner 1999; Hilson 2010). Not only do these snapshots into the past allow 
for further nuancing of the cultural dimension which is deeply rooted but they also help to 
understand why, in sub-Saharan Africa, eliminating child labour has proved to be a difficult 
undertaking for donor organisations and their implementing partners.  African children were 
rarely documented in historical and anthropological texts in the pre-colonial era. However, the 
role they played in the rural economy can potentially be reconstructed through closer observation 
of their mother’s domestic and agrarian activities. From early accounts (see Robertson, 1984 
and Liebel 2004), work was an integral part of the Ghanaian child’s socialisation process. 
Robertson (1984) documented the lives of several women who grew up in the early 1900s in 
Ghana and a quick analysis of their life histories reveals three important points:  
1) work was recognised as a crucial development process, which initiated children into 
their future adult roles; 
2) children felt accountable and responsible for the work they did, describing it as a way 
to ‘help’ relatives; and 
3) children had time for ‘play’, but it was merged with their daily responsibilities (i.e. 
trading, cooking and farming). 
Basically, the cultural values and work ethic that was transmitted to children when they watched 
or by work alongside their parents was vital at a time when classroom education was not the 
norm.   
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As already discussed earlier, it is crucial to analyse the spaces children occupied before their 
entry into ASM because they can offer clues as to why the sector continues to absorb children 
despite a child protection policy framework that has been in place for over two decades. The 
modern-day presence of children at artisanal mine sites has been misperceived by development 
experts informed by incomprehensive empirical data. The commotion surrounding the danger 
of working galamsey has made child presence within its parameters morally unacceptable. 
However, galamsey, according to Tsuma (2010), was a ‘key source of income’ for Tarkwa 
inhabitants as early as the twelfth century. It was a seasonal activity, which ‘was concentrated 
in that period of the year when the demands of farming were at the lowest ebb, at the tail end of 
the dry season and into the first weeks of the rainy season’ (Allman and Tashjian, 2000: 7). 
While the deplorable and hazardous nature of the ASM sector has been well documented, most 
children enter the sector having already been accustomed to arduous labour from going to farm 
and performing household chores. 
  
In Ghana, Kaye (1962) observed that children as young as two were initiated into the world of 
work, and by the time they were adolescents, girls had ‘mastered all the details of housekeeping, 
cooking, sweeping and carrying water’ (p. 194). Similarly, a young boy would follow his father 
to the sea or to the farm as soon as he was old enough to hold an oar or a machete (Kaye, 1962). 
While these tasks may appear strenuous for children, they secured them parental love and a 
decent future. Girls were encouraged to trade and after a certain age, they could keep a small 
percentage of their earnings. In the same way, boys were given some time out of their weekly 
farming schedule to work on a plot of land, which would eventually become their farm. 
 
Survival in the rural African context was and is still reliant on kinship networks (Nukunya, 
2003). The case of Ghana’s successful cocoa farming empire in the late nineteenth century offers 
a perfect example, because it was facilitated by the reliance on family labour (Okali, 1975; 
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Mikell, 1989; Hill, 1997).  Akin to the agricultural sector, which was reliant on labour supply 
from the abusua (household), the ‘organization of mining labour was done within the frame of 
domestic organization’ (Arhin, 1978: 93). From these snapshots into the past, it can be argued 
that Ghanaian children were historically treated like valuable economic assets, thus rendering 
the ‘childhood’ period an accelerated training programme for future economic pursuits (Fields, 
1948). This is contradictory to the ideal model of childhood endorsed by the child labour policy 
framework (i.e. UNRC, C138 and C182) which identifies childhood as a period of 
irresponsibility (Seabrook, 2001).  
 
Artisanal mining like subsistence farming is characterised by its rudimentary nature, therefore 
the lack of modernised equipment and infrastructure make a simple task seem more onerous 
(Bhalotra and Heady, 2000; Kielland and Tovo, 2006). Thus, the work children perform in 
Ghana’s mining sector must be analysed from a ‘poverty-driven’ perspective, focusing on the 
benefits as opposed to the rather obvious fact – even to illiterate individuals – that it is dangerous 
work. Furthermore, and in support of arguments made in earlier parts of this literature review, 
children must not be treated as observers of their family’s struggles, but rather individuals with 
the necessary level of awareness and agency to navigate a life of hardship. 
2.5.3 Existing policy context and child labour eradication agenda 
The ILO and supporting agencies have singled out Ghana for having a high concentration of 
child labour, even for sub-Saharan Africa, and this is the final reason why Ghana was chosen 
for this research study. According to the most recent Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS6), 
an estimated 1.9 million children aged 5-17 years old are engaged in child labour, while 1.2 
million children from the same age group are engaged in hazardous labour (Figure 2.4) (GSS, 
2014a). This would suggest that despite the progress made on the policy front, the child labour 
elimination agenda in Ghana is, to some extent, disconnected from the realities on the ground. 
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Figure 2.4 Select data on child labour in Ghana15 
 
By the time the C182 was being passed in 1999, Ghana already had a comparatively progressive 
child labour policy framework. The 1992 Constitution of the Republic of Ghana covers a series 
of fundamental human rights and freedoms that specifically address the protection of children 
from hazardous labour. Article 28(2) of the Constitution states that ‘[e]very child has the right 
to be protected from engaging in work that constitutes a threat to his health, education or 
development’.  
In addition, the Education Act 1961 (Act 87) and Children’s Act 1998 (Act 560) were already 
being implemented widely in the country.   Alongside these developments, Ghana ratified a few 
international conventions that were specific to the protection and promotion of child rights. For 
example, it was the first country to ratify the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) in 1990. It also ratified the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (No. 182) 
in 2000, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child in 2005 and more recently, 
the Minimum Age Convention (No. 138) in 2011. After 1999, Ghana passed the Labour Act, 
2003 (Act 651) and Human Trafficking Act 2005 (Act 694) which are additional legal 
instruments that can go a long way in helping to tackle WFCL.  
                                                 
15 Data extracted from the Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS6) (GSS, 2014a) 
Population of children 
5-17 years old
8,697,602
Children not working 
6,221,425 (71.5%) 
Working children
2,476,177 (28.5%)
Child labour
1,892,553 (21.8%)
Hazardous child labour 
1,231,286 (14.2%) 
Other child labour (7.6%)
661,267
Not child labour
583,624 (6.7%)
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Having ratified C182, Ghana signed Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with ILO-IPEC in 
2000, detailing how the worst forms of child labour would be tackled in a time-bound manner 
(ILO-IPEC, 2009).16 Since then, the ILO has taken the lead in providing technical support to 
Ghana on child labour interventions. The first step after signing the MoU was the establishment 
of a Child Labour Unit (CLU) to support the ILO’s work and the launch of a National 
Programme for the Elimination of Worst Forms of Child Labour in Cocoa (NPECLC). Soon 
after, a National Action Plan for Elimination of Child Labour in Ghana (NPA) was endorsed by 
the Government of Ghana, providing a clear roadmap for eliminating child labour in selected 
areas (Figure 2.4). The first phase (NPA 1) ran between 2009 and 2015, and the second phase 
(NPA2) only launching in May 2018, covering the period 2017–2021 (GoG, 2018). 
Interestingly, despite being identified in the NPA (Figure 2.5), child labour in the ASM sector 
has received very little attention from donor organisations. Most of the ‘elimination’ progress 
so far has been recorded in commercial cocoa farming (Zdunnek et al., 2008), which, given the 
crop’s significance to national GDP, makes sense. Further analysis of this hypothesis is provided 
in Chapter 4. 
It appears that the bulk of the child labour discourse in the country has been built around the 
WFCL label, in particular, experiences of child slavery in cocoa plantations (ILPI, 2015), child 
trafficking in the fisheries industry (Singleton et al., 2015) and child labour in the artisanal 
mining sector (DanWatch, 2013; HRW, 2015).  Based on the debates presented above, it can be 
argued that the child labour intervention process in Ghana has been, at most times, disconnected 
from the realities on the ground.   
                                                 
16 https://www.dol.gov/ilab/projects/summaries/Ghana_TBP_feval.pdf (ILO-IPEC) - Accessed 1 September 2018 
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Figure 2.5 Sectors identified by the National Plan of Action (NPA I) to contain WFCL 
 
One illustrative example of this is provided in a selection of reviews of an ILO-funded child 
labour project in Northern Ghana. Operation Sunlight was launched in 2006, a response to the 
policy position that child labour was a result of household poverty and that parents were 
pressuring their children to work at mines and depriving them of an education (UNICEF, 2005; 
Hilson, 2010).  The findings collected by Hilson (2010), however, tell a much different story, 
reinforcing the ‘socialisation’ discourse detailed in the previous sections of this chapter: 
1) Many of the so-called ‘exploited’ children at the mines engaged in what the ILO itself 
would consider ‘light work’, akin to the activities countless young African girls and boys 
perform on family farms; 
2) The children’s earnings were being used to alleviate the economic hardships of their 
households;  
3) The work generally took place outside of school hours and during school vacations; and 
4) For some children, the sole motivation for working at the mines was to generate 
sufficient money to pay for school fees. 
National 
Plan of 
Action
Child 
trafficking
Fisheries
Mining and 
Quarrying
Ritual 
Servitude
Commercial 
Sexual 
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Domestic 
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88  
  
 
To elaborate on the final point made, education is extremely valued in rural sub-Saharan Africa, 
despite emerging narratives linking parental illiteracy to low-school enrolment. As will be 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, education is valued in relation to what it can achieve for 
children and their household. To reiterate a point made in in earlier sections of this chapter, a 
diverse group of people including those who are highly skilled and educated have been lured to 
the sector due a lack of jobs in the formal market, therefore the presumed benefits of education 
– that is, increased future earnings – cannot be guaranteed.  
Table 2.5 Selection of data on education in Ghana 
Level17 Age 
School-age 
population 
Government 
expenditure 
per student 
(in PPP$) 
Gross 
enrolment 
ratio (%) 
Net 
enrolment 
rate (%) 
Number 
of pupils 
per 
teacher 
Pre-
primary 
4-5 1,548,193 -  114.65 73.15 29.05 
Primary 6-11 4,192,846 322.86 104.78 84.59 27.3 
Secondary 12-17 3,646,301 1066.35 69.95 56.2 15.64 
Tertiary  18-22 2,746,779 3049.1 16.16 - - 
Compulsory education lasts 11 years from age 4 to age 14 
For primary to post-secondary education, the academic year begins in September and ends in August 
 
In Ghana, two policies; the Free and Compulsory Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) and 
Capitation Grant, were introduced in 1992 and 2005 respectively, in accordance with Article 
25.1 (a) of the Constitution of the Republic of Ghana which states that ‘basic education shall be 
free, compulsory and available to all’. Together, these policies sought to reduce the burden on 
low-income households by abolishing school fees until the end of junior high school which 
would 1) cover the compulsory years of education and 2) align with the minimum age of general 
admission to employment, which is 15 years old in Ghana (Table 2.5) (Rolleston, 2011). 18 
According to World Bank data, Ghana has experienced a steady increase in the net primary 
                                                 
17 Education and Literacy http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/gh?theme=education-and-literacy (Accessed 2 January 
2019) 
18 In September 2017, the newly-elected president launched the ‘Free Senior High School’ Program, which would 
abolish school fees all the way to tertiary education.  
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school enrolment rate since 2005 when it stood at 65.2%.19  In 2017, the rate has reached 84.5% 
(2017) which is an indication that the majority of child who work do not necessarily give up 
their education (Table 2.5). Thus, there are reasons to believe that the ILO view that child labour 
is a trade-off for education is a myth.  
Table 2.6 Ghana’s Free Compulsory Universal Basic Education (FCUBE)20 
 
To reiterate, the ILO has pushed education as one of the most effective solutions to child labour, 
yet, based on the data gathered (see Chapter 6), Ghana is facing a shortage of teaching personnel, 
the Ghana Education Service (GES) has been unable to commit to paying the Capitation Grant 
on time and children are forced to sit under trees or in derelict buildings to learn, often on an 
empty stomach. It is difficult to imagine how education in its current state is capable of fully 
absorbing the millions of out-of-school children also engaged in child labour in sub-Saharan 
Africa. It is inexplicable to consider the fact that current child labour policies are advocating for 
children to stop working to ensure their food security in favour of an education system that is 
struggling to operate. While there are potential benefits to having an education, donor 
organisations and their implementing partners should not package it as the main solution. 
 
The benefits of education cannot be generalised, in as much as there are some success stories, 
there are millions of sub-Saharan Africans who have been let down by the Education for All 
agenda – the staggering rates of unemployment among the formally educated in the continent 
are just the tip of the iceberg (see ILO, 2014). This perspective calls for a re-evaluation of the 
                                                 
19 Ghana School enrollment, primary (% net) 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.NENR?end=2017&locations=GH&start=2004 (accessed 14 
December 2018) 
20 Data extracted from UNICEF (2007) 
 Pre-school Primary school Junior High School 
Grade KG1 KG2 KG3 P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 JHS1 JHS2 JHS3 
Age 3-4 4-5 5-6 6-7 7-8 8-9 9-10 10-11 11-12 12-13 13-14 14-15 
90  
  
role played by neoliberal policies in creating new types of exploitation, in the process 
criminalising activities that were culturally accepted as part of the socialisation process. 
2.6 Conclusion 
The chapter has brought together ideas from different bodies of literature in an attempt to come 
to grips with why ASM is expanding so rapidly in sub-Saharan Africa, and how children have 
become caught up in the controversy. To recapitulate, while different explanations have been 
given over the past four decades, there is growing acceptance both in academic and 
policymaking circles that the sector’s growth – as well as child labour – is linked to poverty. A 
comprehensive review of different but complementary bodies of literature shows that the 
children who are found working in the sector can be placed in one of two general categories: 1) 
children from families that were impacted by the downsizing of industry and privatisation under 
structural adjustment; and 2) children of subsistence farmers, who were also affected by 
structural adjustment but who were already moving into the sector as part of a wider de-
agrarianisation pattern. The fact that child labour became prominent during the child rights 
movement in the 1990s and still commands attention in development policy dialogues is an 
indication of its significance to development in sub-Saharan Africa. 
As explained, addressing the burgeoning growth of illegal ASM in sub-Saharan Africa and the 
prevalence of children within its parameters are concerns that require urgent attention. The 
sector’s growth poses serious threats to the environment and to the socio-economic development 
of sub-Saharan Africa. However, efforts aimed at forcefully removing children from the mine 
site, however, have proved futile due to a lack of legitimate income-earning opportunities for 
their parents and host governments’ cash-strapped social protection systems. 
The next chapter outlines in detail the methods used in this thesis to explore child labour in 
Ghana’s ASM sector, in a bid to address the objectives identified in Chapter 1.  
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3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Introduction 
The aim of this thesis is to bring some clarity to a hitherto unfocused debate on child labour in 
rural sub-Saharan Africa.  It is concerned with providing a more nuanced understanding of child 
labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa; especially in complex environments like ASM sites where 
according to international policy the presence of children is unnegotiable. Understanding the 
drivers of child labour in these environments is key to effective development project design, and 
it is especially needed at a time where millions of African children are at risk of preventable 
fatalities linked to poverty and/or hazardous work, and also at risk of not having access to their 
right to a quality education. 
As explained in Chapter 2, the literature has failed to explain why, throughout the region, 
thousands of young boys and girls choose to work, particularly in so-called ‘hazardous’ 
activities.  It also fails to adequately articulate what is fuelling this phenomenon and does not 
sufficiently challenge the rationale behind decisions to place particular economic activities in 
the WFCL category.  Without hard data and detailed testimonials from affected families, claims 
made by Keilland and Tovo (2006) of images of ‘endless rows of women and children carrying 
wood, water, and agricultural products to their homes or the nearest market, often a several-hour 
walk away, and often in very high temperatures’ will be what ‘foreigners are ... likely to 
remember’ about sub-Saharan Africa (p. 61) and continue to shape policy.  
This chapter outlines the philosophy underlying the thesis, which is used to inform the 
methodological design, research strategy and selection of methods. It justifies why this approach 
is undertaken and is sufficient and appropriate in answering the research question (Table 3.1), 
the wording of which has been carefully selected in order to interrogate the claim that child 
labour in ASM is a WFCL. First, the research ontology and epistemologies that form the 
overarching worldview – the combined philosophical system guiding inquiry – are outlined. 
Next, the methodology is outlined and the choice of the case study of child labour in Ghana’s 
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artisanal mining sector is justified. Finally, the data collection methods and data analysis are 
outlined, which includes a literature and child labour policy review, semi-structured interviews 
and field notes. Data was analysed using a discourse analysis approach and an inductive coding 
technique which allowed the researcher to explore emerging themes. 
Table 3.1 Summary of research question, aim, and objectives 
 
Research 
question 
 
To what extent have the dynamics of ‘children at work’ informed the design of laws and policy 
frameworks implemented to address the child labour ‘problem’ in rural sub-Saharan Africa, 
particularly in areas where ASM and subsistence farming are rooted and interconnected? 
 
 
Research 
aim 
 
To provide a more nuanced understanding and dynamic assessment of incidences of child labour 
in ASM in rural sub-Saharan Africa, and to propose more tangible, empirically-grounded 
solutions to combating it 
 
 
Research 
objectives 
1. To critically 
examine how the 
child labour 
‘problem’ in ASM 
has been diagnosed 
in policymaking 
circles and is being 
addressed in sub-
Saharan Africa. 
2. To determine why 
children, take up 
employment in ASM in 
rural sub-Saharan 
Africa, what type of 
work they engage in, 
and what impact, 
economically, their 
involvement has on the 
welfare of individual 
households. 
 
3. To determine the 
extent to which child 
labour in the ASM is 
culturally rooted, and 
to highlight the 
implications this has 
for policy, especially 
Target 8.7 of the 
2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals. 
 
4. To provide a more 
nuanced understanding 
of the impact children’s 
work in ASM 
communities (both 
onsite and offsite) has 
on children’s (both 
girls’ and boys’) 
educations. 
 
3.2 Philosophical underpinnings  
Conducting empirical work requires a philosophical basis which reconciles the ontological and 
epistemological perspectives of the researcher and how they interpret reality, and as such how 
they would go about identifying this reality. This is one of the most crucial steps of the research 
process because not doing so could lead to ‘incomplete or even incorrect explanations’ (Black, 
1999: 2). Referring back to the research question, which asks: ‘To what extent have the dynamics 
of ‘children at work’ informed the design of laws and policy frameworks implemented to address 
the child labour ‘problem’ in rural sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in areas where ASM and 
subsistence farming are rooted and interconnected?’ Given that the theoretical questions 
underpinning the research design, sought to answer ‘how’, ‘what’ or ‘why’ phenomena occur 
(Creswell and Creswell, 2017), this meant that ontologically it ‘denie[d] the existence of an 
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objective reality, asserting instead that realities are social constructions of the mind, that there 
exists as many such constructions as there are individuals’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1989: 44 ). 
Epistemologically, this meant that in order to answer this question, the realities of those involved 
in the research would have to be interpreted via some sort of social interaction. Unlike the 
positivist philosophy which considers reality to be existent regardless of whether it is discovered, 
the interpretive philosophy has a predilection for not only seeing the world through the eyes of 
those who live it (Creswell, 2007; Saunders et. al, 2012; Sumner and Tribe, 2004) but also 
relying on the concepts and meaning used by social actors and the activities they engage in 
(Bryman, 2008; Blaikie, 2009).   
In developing country contexts, where the lack of infrastructure impedes the collection of 
baseline data, employing exploratory techniques is ideal since they begin with a broad view of 
the phenomenon and are gradually refined (Bricki and Green, 2007; Saunders et al, 2012). In 
this case, the findings of an exploratory study can generate information on areas that 
governments, donors and development practitioners with healthier budgets can turn into tangible 
projects and programmes. With that in mind, it means that methodologically, the nature of the 
research questions and its philosophical underpinnings reject a controlled and experimental 
approach, and favours a more naturalistic approach that ‘takes full advantage, and account, of 
the observer/observed interaction to create a constructed reality that is as informed and 
sophisticated as it can be made at a particular point in time’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1989:44). A 
purely qualitative methodological framework, therefore, stood out as the ideal route to provide 
a suitable answer to this question because it allows the ‘researched’ to interpret their own 
worldview.  
Case studies are among the preferred research methods for the interpretivist and these include a 
variety of data collection techniques such as interviews, literature analysis and observations, 
which, in combination, generate information in the form of words. Having adopted an 
interpretivist approach, this research posits that there are ‘multiple’ realities that must be taken 
94  
  
into consideration – i.e. those of policymakers, non-governmental organisations, civil society 
organisations, educators, community leaders, parents and children. Furthermore, it requires 
interpretation of the phenomena observed: the process of sense-making is not detached from the 
researcher’s knowledge and experiences, meaning that the researcher is likely to affect or be 
affected by what is observed (Stanley and Wise, 1983). 
Qualitative research is not only characterized by its aims of ‘explor[ing] a social or human 
problem’ (Creswell 1998: 15) but also, the data are reported in the language of the research 
participant. This research study’s methodological framework recognises the centrality of 
qualitative research in social sciences due to its focus ‘on compiling a selection of micro-level 
case studies which are investigated using a combination of informal interviews, participant 
observation and more recently visual media like photography and video’ (Desai and Potter, 
2006: 118). Qualitative methodologies are recognised for their flexibility, which is ideal for 
research in rural sub-Saharan Africa where, due to cultural diversity, a researcher must be 
prepared to change or adapt their methodology to suit the context. 
Poverty research is replete with numerical data and statistical frameworks, formulas and tools 
such as the Human Development Index (HDI), the Poverty Gap Index (PGI), poverty lines, child 
mortality rates, life expectancy rates and so forth. As a result, the development practitioner’s 
tendency to quantify poverty has influenced the way it is perceived ‘as a lack of resources rather 
than an absence of entitlements’ (Green and Hulme, 2005: 869). Development discourse is 
increasingly detaching the human experience of poverty from its analysis, which could 
potentially be a barrier to achieving sustainable development outcomes in sub-Saharan Africa 
and especially for the less connected populations in rural areas. In the case of child labour 
research specifically, ‘quantitative studies show a statistical association between child work and 
low levels of school achievement, but they do not indicate what drives the relationship’ 
(Bourdillon and Myers, 2009: 111). This research, therefore, aims to highlight the aspects of 
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child labour that cannot be quantified but which nevertheless explain its persistence and 
rootedness in the ASM sector in sub-Saharan Africa (after Krauss, 2017). 
3.3 The Case Study 
As indicated, the thesis takes the form of a case study. According to Yin (2009: 18), ‘a case 
study is an empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within 
its real-life context’. Four factors justify the selection of a case study approach to investigate the 
child labour phenomenon in the – in this case, Ghana’s – ASM sector.  They are as follows: a) 
the exploratory nature of the research question (see Table 3.1); b) the researcher’s control over 
and access to actual behavioural events; c) the interest in, and focus on, a contemporary problem; 
d) time and resource (including funding and human resources) constraints (Bulmer, 1983, Yin, 
2009; Blaikie 2010; Saunders et al., 2012).  
Although ‘how’ and ‘why’ research questions are more likely to favour the utilisation of a case 
study as the research method, some ‘what’ questions can be exploratory if they ‘deal with 
operational links needing to be traced over time’ (Yin 2009: 9), which is the in this study. It 
emphasizes four entry points for inquiry: a) ‘how’ child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa has 
been diagnosed in policymaking circles; b) ‘why’ children work in this context; c) ‘how’ much 
of this work is culturally rooted; and d) ‘what’ impact the work has on school attendance. Since 
these enquiries follow an exploratory structure, a purely qualitative methodology was used to 
gather data. A range of techniques was used given the dearth of social science scholarly analyses 
on child labour in ASM in rural sub-Saharan Africa. Most of the scholarly literature available 
on the subject is conceptual and conducted by Hilson and others (Hilson, 2008; 2010a; 2012a; 
Maconachie and Hilson, 2016) in West Africa. 
3.3.1 Selection of study sites 
In an attempt to obtain a rich diversity of data, fieldwork was carried out in three ASM 
communities in the Tarkwa-Nsuaem Municipality of Ghana, which has a population of 175,868 
(GSS, 2014b) (Figure 3.1). Since the purpose of this research was to explore a particular segment 
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of society and gain a better understanding of its dynamics, non-probability sampling – 
specifically, purposive sampling – was the preferred sampling technique. In other words, the 
sample of participants featured in this study was selected because, in line with Creswell (2007), 
it could ‘purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon 
in the study’ (p. 125). Furthermore, it proved to be one of the most cost-effective and time-
efficient methods, which was important since the researcher had both a limited budget and 
timeframe for collecting data.  
Figure 3.1  Map of the Tarkwa Nsuaem Municipality, Wassa West District, Ghana21 
 
 
Data collected using this sampling method are vulnerable to errors and bias because ‘such data 
are collected by human beings, and because people are interested in certain things and not others’ 
(LeCompte, 2000: 146). However, even where selectivity is unavoidable, especially in areas 
                                                 
21 Map adapted and modified from Ghana Statistical Service (2014) 
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where only a specific group of people can be part of the sample size, there are measures a 
researcher can adopt to ensure that the data is as unbiased as possible. For one it is important for 
the researcher to be aware of how these factors can affect the data and ‘think critically about the 
parameters of the population [they] are studying and choose [their] sample case carefully’ 
(Silverman, 2007: 285). This not only helps to ensure that the data in question is credible and 
reliable, it also allows for the findings to be generalised to some extent. It is important to note 
however, that the main aim of this research study is ‘not to produce a standardized set of results 
that any other careful researcher in the same situation or studying the same issue would have 
produced. Rather it is to produce a coherent and illuminating description of and perspective on 
a situation that is based on and consistent with detailed study of that situation’ (Schofield, 2002: 
174). 
Table 3.2 Size of Tarkwa-Nsuaem households engaged in agricultural activities22 
 Total    
Agricultural activities Number Percentage (%) Urban Rural 
Total households 21,713 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Household engaged in agriculture 8,469 39.0 29,3 43.0 
Crop farming 8,052 95.1 93.3 95.6 
Tree planting 58 0.7 1.7 0.4 
Livestock rearing 1,726 20.4 23.3 19.5 
Fish farming 32 0.4 0.5 0.3 
 
Each study location (Table 3.3) selected is inhabited by an eclectic group of people, 
characterised by a rich mix of cultures and is a part of wider landscapes where galamsey and 
agriculture (Table 3.2) have long been interconnected. In Tarkwa-Nsuaem, gold mining has 
taken place for over 1000 years.  As Hilson (2002) explains, ‘the gold derived from both the 
Tarkwaian and Birimian Belts precipitated the development of many successful ancient West 
African civilizations, and later attracted merchants from both the Arab World and Western 
Europe’ (p. 13). Today, mining and mineral exploration companies own approximately 70 per 
cent of Tarkwa (Banchirigah, 2008). In addition, the municipality has a vibrant agriculture 
                                                 
22 Data extracted from GSS (2014b) 
98  
  
economy which includes the cultivation of major cash crops such as oil palm, rubber, cocoa and 
other food crops such as rice, maize, yams and plantain (GSS, 2014b).  In summary, Tarkwa-
Nsuaem is an established gold mining and farming region, dynamics which suggested that its 
population would be able to provide rich insight on diverse rural livelihoods, the growth of ASM 
and the dynamics of children’s work in wider Ghana. 
Table 3.3 Population and household data of study sites 
Study site Population No. of households 
Bonsawire23 *** *** 
Kedadwen 1609 386 
Nsuaem 5,555 1,518 
 
3.3.2 Primary Research 
In preparation for the fieldwork, a reconnaissance trip was made to Ghana in August 2014. This 
visit aimed to develop a preliminary understanding of the social, political and economic 
dynamics of two localities that had been identified in the original research proposal: Tarkwa and 
Akwatia (Figure 3.1). Furthermore, it allowed the researcher to identify potential budget 
limitations since several applications for research grants had been unsuccessful. 
Following the reconnaissance visit, the researcher decided to restrict the study sites to the 
Tarkwa-Nsuaem Municipality in the Wassa West District. While they are both mining towns, 
Akwatia is historically connected to the diamond mining industry (Hilson, 2010) and therefore 
features a completely different set of child labour dynamics. Moreover, six months was not 
enough time to complete a multi-location analysis and, most importantly, the researcher had a 
very limited budget. Nonetheless, Tarkwa-Nsuaem’s historical links with gold mining made it 
the ideal case study for the analysis. There are a number of ASM communities, both settled and 
unsettled, that can offer a rich perspective on the child labour ‘problem’ in the sector.  
                                                 
23 No official population data available, however, the elders of the village estimated it to be approximately 1000 
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Having selected the case study, the researcher conducted a stakeholder mapping exercise (Figure 
3.1) to identify early on the organisations and/or individuals that the study would have to 
prioritise in order to address the research question. In an increasingly-globalised world, 
conducting stakeholder analyses has become key to addressing social problems because ‘many 
individuals, groups and organizations are involved or affected or have some partial responsibility 
to act’ (Bryson, 2004: 23-24) 
Figure 3.2  Onion diagram of a sample of stakeholders identified for research study 
 
Semi-structured interviews were the primary instrument used for data collection, employed to 
collect information at two levels. In the first phase, international (foreign donors) and national 
actors (ministries, government agencies and NGOs) were approached for interviews with the 
aim of addressing Objective 1 (‘to critically examine how the child labour “problem” in ASM 
has been diagnosed in policymaking circles and is being addressed in sub-Saharan Africa’). 
International organisations and government departments were purposively selected on the basis 
of their involvement in child labour and education policy design and implementation, as well as 
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financing child labour projects in Ghana.   The majority of the individuals interviewed were 
organisation/department officials who were selected on the basis of their knowledge of rural 
Ghana’s child labour dynamics, especially in the informal economy. Individuals did not need to 
have prior experience with child labour in ASM, specifically, to be selected for participation 
because the literature review (Chapter 2) has already established that the sector intersects with 
other income-earning activities, particularly agriculture.   
The second phase of data collection took place at the local and community level. Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with representatives from the municipal assembly and civil society 
organisations who worked very closely with ASM communities, as well as village chiefs, 
educators, parents/ guardians, youth and children.  In combination, these interviews addressed 
the remaining objectives of the thesis, namely: 
RO2. To determine why children, take up employment in ASM in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa, what type of work they engage in, and what impact, economically, their 
involvement has on the welfare of individual households. 
RO3. To determine the extent to which child labour in the ASM is culturally rooted, and 
to highlight the implications this has for policy, especially Target 8.7 of the 2030 
Sustainable Development Goals. 
RO4. To provide a more nuanced understanding of the impact children’s work in ASM 
communities (both onsite and offsite) has on children’s (both girls’ and boys’) 
educations. 
Direct observations recorded in a research journal were also made, complementing the interview 
data and which proved particularly important in determining the kind of work children 
performed in the household and at the mine site, broadening understanding of the general state 
of school facilities, and elucidating particular behaviours.  Interesting anecdotes were relevant 
to the research study were also identified to reinforce arguments.  
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3.4 Data collection 
This section of the chapter examines the overall strategy used to bring together the different 
components of this research in a coherent way in order to address each of the objectives 
identified in Table 3.1.  It describes the data collection process, from stakeholder identification 
to the negotiation of access, and also specifies how each stakeholder interview addressed specific 
objectives.  
 
3.4.1 Formulating Interview Questions 
Interview questions served as a guide for addressing the aims and objectives. Interviews, 
specifically the semi-structured variety, generally tend to resemble everyday conversation.  But 
there are also some distinct differences which are expanded on in the ensuing paragraphs. The 
use of open-ended questions evokes responses that are meaningful and important to the 
respondent and which are rich and exploratory in nature. In addition, the flexibility of the 
qualitative methodology means that the researcher was allowed to probe issues or points raised 
by research participants (Barbour, 2008; Bryman, 2012; Saunders et al., 2012).  
Since the questions are structured in a way that will inform the interviewer’s research, the 
interviewing process must be conducted in a rigorous way to ensure reliability and validity. In 
other words, those who eventually access the findings must be confident that the data reflect the 
research’s aims and objectives and not the researcher’s bias. This is a case study research design 
which was conducted in real time. Data users must, therefore, be conscious of the fact that the 
purpose of this exploratory research was to understand the complex nature of child labour in 
ASM.  Following Saunders et al. (2012), it is not ‘intended to be repeatable since [it] reflect[s] 
reality at the time [it was] collected, in a situation which may be subject to change’ (p. 382).   
The literature review informed the design of these open-ended questions and served as a guide 
throughout the research.  Three separate sets of open-ended questions were developed: for donor 
organisations, government and civil society organisations, and parents/guardians and children. 
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3.4.2 Phase 1 
Fieldwork was conducted between February and July 2015, following approval from the 
University of Surrey Ethics Committeee. The first month was spent in Accra, where the majority 
of international and national actors identified in the stakeholder map were based. Getting in 
contact with the stakeholders was fairly straightforward since a conference hosted by the 
University of Mines and Technology Tarkwa, which ran parallel with the reconnaissance trip in 
August 2014, provided an excellent opportunity to network and dialogue with many of these 
actors. Prior to the researcher’s arrival, therefore, generic electronic mails (e-mails) which 
detailed the purpose of the research were sent to donor organisations (ILO and UNICEF). There 
were no public contact emails listed on Ministry websites so the researcher on a contact at the 
Minerals Commission to access the Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations (MELR) – 
namely its Child Labour Unit – and Ghana Education Service (GES). This method called 
snowball sampling, which in Ghana, proved to be a far more effective way of accessing hard-
to-reach subgroups such as mid- and high-level civil servants, and security-conscious diplomats 
(Barbour, 2008; Wilson, 2005). For contact with NGOs and CSOs, social media platforms such 
as Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter, proved to be very effective at facilitating a faster response.  
All the interviews took place in the offices of the respective organisations, except the ILO 
officers, whose interview had to be conducted a second time via Skype due to technical 
difficulties that led to the corruption of the storage device containing the initial interview 
recording. Furthermore, reflecting on the first time this interview was conducted, the researcher 
is of the view that the atmosphere affected the research participant’s responses anyway. To 
elaborate, the ILO officer confirmed a date of availability and an interview was arranged. Upon 
arrival, the researcher discovered that the entire MELR office – where the ILO team was based 
at the time – was preoccupied with the President’s State of the Nation address which was aired 
at the exact time the interview had been set. As a result, the office was loud, there were several 
interruptions from colleagues and the informant was in a sense rushing the interview to focus 
attention on the President’s live address on national television. 
103  
  
Despite being identified in the stakeholder map, the Ghana Education Service (GES), whose 
policy perspective, particularly the nuances surrounding Free Compulsory Universal Basic 
Education (FCUBE), was central to the discussion on the impact of child labour on human 
capital accumulation, did not respond to the request for an interview. The literature confirms 
that this is not a unique development in research studies (Gokah 2006; Perks 2014).  Gokah 
(2006) in particular highlights the challenges of negotiating access to government ministries 
where civil servants are reluctant to share their views on policy over fears of ‘political 
repercussions, government clampdown, fear of being labelled anti-government and the 
consequences that go with it’ (p. 67). This was also the case for the Trades Union Congress 
(TUC) Ghana, which, as the ‘main umbrella organization for trade union activities in Ghana’,24 
would have provided a unique insight on the general diagnosis of child labour in Ghana’s rural 
informal economy. 
A brief overview of the key international and national actors who participated in this research 
are highlighted below, with a full list of all research participants provided in the Appendix (11 
and 12). 
International Labour Organization (ILO) 
The ILO has been instrumental in the design of policies aimed at eliminating child labour.  
Examples include the Minimum Age Convention (C138) and Worst Forms of Child Labour 
Convention (C182). Its IPEC branch has been responsible for implementing multimillion-dollar 
child labour projects across Ghana, namely ECOWAS I and ECOWAS II. They have worked 
with a variety of implementing partners such as the NGOs Afrikids and Free the Slaves, 
organisations that were also surveyed in this research study. Two programme officers who have 
worked extensively in Ghana and West Africa for over a decade, and on ECOWAS I and II were 
                                                 
24‘About TUC’ http://www.ghanatuc.org/about.html (accessed 16.12.2018) 
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referred to the researcher by a senior official at the ILO IV Global Conference on Child Labour 
in Argentina. 
UNICEF Ghana 
UNICEF was also important to this research because its Mission Statement declares that it is 
‘mandated by the United Nations General Assembly to advocate for the protection of children's 
rights, to help meet their basic needs and to expand their opportunities to reach their full 
potential’25. While their projects in Ghana at the time were not specifically targeting child labour 
in mining, they offered interesting perspectives on the Western Region’s26 birth registration 
challenges, an aspect of child labour that is covered in Chapter 2 and which will be elaborated 
on further in Chapter 4. A programme officer who had been instrumental in launching the birth 
registration campaign in Ghana was interviewed to gauge the extent of UNICEF’s involvement 
in child labour eradication activities. 
Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations (MELR) 
Through the Minerals Commission, the researcher gained access to the Ministry of Employment 
and Labour Relations (MELR), which is the main government body responsible for tackling 
child labour in the country. The bulk of the work, however, is carried out through its Labour 
Department where the Child Labour Unit (CLU) sits (Figure 3.3).  
Figure 3.3 MELR organisational structure 
 
The CLU was formed as a result of a Memorandum of Understanding signed between Ghana 
and ILO-IPEC in 2000. The CLU’s main role is to co-ordinate the child labour elimination 
                                                 
25 ‘UNICEF’s Mission Statement’ https://www.unicef.org/about/who/index_mission.html (Accessed 14 
December 2018) 
26 Child Protection Baseline Research: Western Regional Profile 
https://www.unicef.org/ghana/P1417_unicef_ghana_WESTERN_WEB.pdf (accessed 10 October 2018) 
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agenda at the national level, and to promote participation, efficiency and flow of information 
among its partners. The CLU is also the Secretariat of the National Steering Committee on Child 
Labour (NSCCL) (Embode Ltd, 2016; MESW, 2010), which meets regularly to discuss the 
National Plan of Action (NPA), now in its second phase (2017-2021). This unit was central to 
this research because it works in partnership with the ILO on every child labour-related project 
and therefore, staff members interviewed were able to offer some interesting perspectives on the 
power/influence dynamic between budget-strapped government departments and donor 
organisations. The Head of the Child Labour Unit, who had been leading the department since 
2008, was interviewed to get a full picture of Ghana’s policy position on the child labour 
problem.  
Minerals Commission of Ghana (Accra and Tarkwa) 
The Minerals Commission is the main promotional and regulatory body for the mining sector in 
Ghana, responsible for regulating and managing the exploration and extraction of mineral 
resources, and coordinating and implementing mining-related policies. Its staff are able to 
provide a national perspective on issues that emerge from the ASM sector, which meant it was 
important for the researcher to begin the journey by securing their approval.  Officers at the head 
office in Accra linked the researcher to tits Tarkwa branch, whose staff facilitated visits to 
mining communities. It is important to note that during the first meeting in Tarkwa, it was made 
clear that the eradication of child labour was not in their mandate. On the subject of ASM, they 
were focused on enforcing the Small-Scale Gold Mining Law 1989 (PNDCL 218) – a law, since 
subsumed by the Minerals and Mining Act, 2006 that prohibits persons below 18 years old from 
applying for a mining license – meaning they only inspect ‘licensed’ mine sites, which are 
prohibited from employing children. To recapitulate, the general view of policymakers is that 
child labour is a problem in galamsey (illegal mining), not in licensed small-scale mining. The 
nuances of the former and definitions of small-scale mining were discussed in some detail in 
Chapter 1.  
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3.4.3 Phase 2 
After the first phase, there was a two-month hiatus to allow the researcher to fulfil her PhD 
teaching duties at the University of Surrey. During this time, the researcher interviewed officials 
at the UK branch of Afrikids to find out more about the completed ILO-funded Operation 
Sunlight programme in the Talensi-Nabdam District in the Upper East Region of Ghana. 
Afrikids, as an implementation partner of the ILO, aimed to remove 150 children from mine 
sites in Talensi-Nabdam and push them into full-time education or vocational training. This 
discussion elicited important perspectives on the ILO’s role in eliminating child labour and 
helped to pinpoint some important implementation issues.    
When the researcher returned to Ghana in May 2015, the first few weeks were used to gain 
access to three different communities (Bonsawire, Kedadwen and Nsuaem) and arrange 
meetings with Ghana-based NGOs that worked with mining communities. Interviewing 
commenced in June and July 2015 in both Accra and Tarkwa.  
Table 3.4 Sample of research participants at the grassroots level 
 
Parents/ 
Guardians 
Children / Youth 
(Age) 
Headteachers/ 
Teachers 
Community 
Chief 
Total 
5-17 18-21 
Bonsawire 4 15 0 7 1 27 
Kedadwen 7 11 2 4 1 25 
Nsuaem 6 5 1 2 1 15 
Total 17 31 3 13 3 67 
 
The researcher purposely selected children who are between 5 and 17 years old because Article 
91(1) of the Ghana Children’s Act 1998 – in line with the contents of C182 – states that ‘[t]he 
minimum age for the engagement of a person in hazardous work is eighteen years’.27 Moreover, 
free compulsory universal basic education (FCUBE) at the time the research was undertaken28 
was accessible for children between the ages of 4 and 15 years, covering specifically three years 
                                                 
27 ‘The Children’s Act, 1998 (Act 560)’ 
http://www.unesco.org/education/edurights/media/docs/f7a7a002205e07fbf119bc00c8bd3208a438b37f.pdf 
(Accessed 14 December 2018) 
28 The newly elected president Nana Akufo Addo announced in September 2017 that the FCUBE policy will 
extend to include three years of Senior High School (SHS)  
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of pre-school (kindergarten), six years of primary school and three years of junior secondary 
school (JSS).  In response to Objective 4 of this research (‘to provide a more nuanced 
understanding of the impact children’s work in ASM communities (both onsite and offsite) has 
on children’s (both girls’ and boys’) educations’), it was important to speak with children who 
were both engaged in ASM and still obligated under the national law to be enrolled in full-time 
education.  
While children above 15 years old were technically out of the compulsory education stage, due 
to grade repetition and late school enrolment, many boys and girls finished JSS much later. This 
is a well-known phenomenon, which explains why large-scale studies conducted by donor 
organisations include a net enrolment rate which specifies that the numbers presented are based 
on the age group which is meant to be enrolled at that level. The decision to include two 18-
year-olds in the study was guided by the fact that they had been engaged in ASM activities for 
over two years and were still able to reflect on their experience as ‘child labourers’. The research 
participant who was 21 years old at the time this research was conducted was also interviewed 
because she informed the researcher that she was 17 years old. It was later discovered, during 
an interview with others from her household that due to losing the birth registration card and ger 
illiteracy, her mother was unable to give an exact date of birth. Her older sister then estimated 
her to be 21 years old based on the sibling birth order.  
Local leaders were identified based on their availability; it was common for chiefs to travel for 
weeks at a time. However, having initiated contact with some of the teachers during community 
visits, they were able to notify the researcher when the corresponding community leader had 
returned to the village. For schools, only one of the three communities visited had a population 
exceeding 2000 people, which meant that there was a limited amount of government-funded 
public schools to initiate contact with. Primary schools were generally the first point of call upon 
entering a community because in these rural settings, teachers are uniquely positioned to 
communicate effectively without a translator. Teachers also live nearby meaning they are in 
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direct contact with the community regularly and are privy to crucial information such as the 
leadership structure, which is needed to deduce who must be contacted to gain access to the 
community (after Bulmer, 1993).  
An opportunity to attend the launch of the Human Rights Watch report, Precious Metal, Cheap 
Labor: Child Labor and Corporate Responsibility in Ghana’s Artisanal Gold Mines in early 
June 2015 presented the perfect opportunity to return to Accra briefly and meet with 
representatives from organisations, representatives from which had been slow to respond to 
email requests to arrange a meeting.  These included Free the Slaves and the Ghana NGO 
Coalition on the Rights of the Child (GNCRC). Shortly after this, another interview was 
conducted with an official from Friends of the Nation, an NGO based in Takoradi that has 
worked extensively on child labour in the fisheries industry and in the past five years, ASM. The 
three Ghana-based NGOs provided great insight on how they have been addressing child labour 
and also explained the sociocultural relevance of children’s work in rural communities and 
coastal towns. 
Having selected the communities, visiting the mine sites on two consecutive days in the weekday 
and on the weekend allowed the researcher to develop an understanding of the ASM operator 
profiles. All interviews were conducted in the communities to avoid disturbing people at work 
and risk them losing a portion of their income. The only people who were interviewed at their 
place of work were hot food sellers and petty traders because they usually had an assistant who 
could relieve them of their duties for 40-60 minutes. All interviews were restricted to an hour in 
respect of people’s personal time and avoid drawing attention from neighbours: the average time 
was around 40-45 minutes.   
The opinions of children, their parents and educators were surveyed in order to access a broader 
perspective on the issue of child labour in African ASM communities; this was done through 
semi-structured interviews. Langevang (2007), who has experience researching young people in 
Ghana, discovered that ‘the formal interview scheme was of little use in eliciting young people’s 
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experience and…western assumptions of young people’s lives…inhibited their ability to 
communicate their experiences’ (p. 270). Creating an environment that empowers children to 
share their experiences not only acknowledges their agency as social actors, but also minimises 
the impact of power relationships that exist due to the researcher’s status as an outsider and an 
educated adult.  It also facilitates the establishment of trust and rapport, two necessary aspects 
of working with children (van Blerk, 2006; Scheyvens et. al, 2003).  
Conversations with the affected households were able to give an indication of their economic 
circumstances, to map the activities being undertaken by children and to provide a more 
comprehensive assessment of the nature of the work being carried out – specifically, to offer 
some insight on whether it is more representative of 'light work' or 'exploitative child labour' and 
why.  Furthermore, they offered a perspective on how children's work affects the welfare of 
diversified families (those engaged in both ASM and farming) in the short term, and the extent 
to which, over the long term, this work affects the development of young boys and girls. The 
discussions helped to build on the knowledge of household assets, shed some light on what drove 
households to supply child labour, and provided some clarification on whether parents across 
sub-Saharan Africa encourage their children to engage in arduous work at mines as opposed to 
going to school, as the ILO and its implementation partners claim.  Moreover, it allowed the 
researcher to deduce how relevant the ‘family-economy-argument’ was in explaining the child 
labour phenomenon as it applies to the region’s ASM sector. 
In line with Objective 4, these discussions helped to capture the importance attached to education 
in mining communities, to get a clearer picture of the available education resources, and to 
understand how the economic pressures exerted on children affects access to education. This 
could go a long way toward identifying ways international and national actors can, through 
universal education, break the child labour-ASM axis – a more elaborate picture is presented in 
Chapter 7 (Figure 7.1). This is also particularly relevant to Sustainable Development Goal 
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(SDG) 4, which calls for UN Member States to commit to ‘ensur[ing] inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promot[ing] lifelong learning opportunities for all’.29  
Finally, through consultations with affected families, the researcher was able to determine the 
extent to which child labour in subsistence farming and ASM in sub-Saharan was a function of 
cultural practices. Emerging bodies of literature (Bass, 2004; Ekpe-Otu, 2009; Agbu, 2009; 
Imoh, 2012a) have implied that there is no clear dichotomy between childhood and adulthood in 
traditional sub-Saharan African cultures.  The ‘childhood’ stage in these contexts is considered 
to be a preparation period for adult responsibilities. 
Interviews, that is analysis, concept refinement and selection of further research participants, 
were repeated until ‘theoretical saturation’ was reached. In other words, at the point when further 
interviews were no longer nuancing concepts or linkages between them (Strauss and Corbin 
1998; Kvale 2007), interviewing was concluded. Since the aim is to understand commonalities 
between homogeneous groups, it was expected that 25-30 interviews with adults and children 
would suffice before data saturation was reached (Corbin and Strauss, 1998). Nsuaem was the 
last community the researcher gained access to, which explains why there were fewer 
interviewees here. After the 15th interview, it was clear that data saturation had been reached and 
therefore, interviewing ceased. 
3.5 Data analysis process 
All the interviews were audiotape recorded, which allowed the researcher to ‘concentrate on the 
topic and the dynamics of the interview’ (Kvale, 2007: 93). The process of transcribing can only 
take place if the interview was recorded and fortunately, none of the research participants 
declined the researcher’s request to record the interview. Although personally transcribing the 
interviews can help ‘to secure the many details relevant to [the researcher’s] specific analysis’ 
(Kvale 2007: 95), the researcher’s language barriers would not permit it.  Where possible, the 
                                                 
29 ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-
goals.html (accessed 09 October 2018) 
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researcher transcribed interviews that were conducted in English. However, since the bulk of the 
interviews were conducted in Akan dialects (Twi, Wassa Twi and Fante), the Ghanaian research 
assistant (RA) who translated during the interviews was hired to transcribe simultaneously. It is 
common for some meaning to be lost in the process, because ‘oral conversations and written 
texts are linguistically quite different discources’ (Kvale, 2007:100).  But the accompanying 
notes made by the researcher helped to record certain words, body language used, and 
observations made during each of the interviews.  
Research, whether it is qualitative or quantitative is not completely immune to error and bias 
because it is conducted by human beings who ‘make mistakes and get things wrong’ (Norris, 
1997: 173).  Nonetheless, validity in this research study were maximised through a process of 
triangulation which incorporated semi-structured interviews, document analysis and 
observations. Given the fact that the interviews were conducted in a foreign language – with the 
aid of a research assistant – issues surrounding interpretive validity (Miles and Huberman, 1989) 
were significantly reduced by ongoing confirmation of participant’s position at the end of each 
interview to ensure their view was captured accurately, this was also supported by observations 
of body language during the interview, which were recorded in the field diary.  
Moreover, the researcher kept a reflexive journal, which was used to recorded progressive 
subjectivity (Miles and Huberman, 1989) from the beginning to the end of the study. This is 
especially helpful given the fact that ‘no enquirer engages in an inquiry with a blank mind, a 
tabula rasa (ibid: 238) This small excerpt from a diary entry is a perfect example of how thought 
processes developed, and these entries helped to capture emerging themes that had not 
necessarily been visited in the literature review: 
The education system is not constructed to be sympathetic to families that are vulnerable. 
Lack of access to books, uniforms, school fees are all barriers to accessing education. 
Yet, children are sent home, caned (corporal punishment). It is expected of these children 
to excel in a mediocre environment because politicians and other ‘big men’ managed to 
juggle poverty, work and education and make it. In fact, politicians I spoke to almost 
glorified their childhoods and somehow got me thinking that they considered poor people 
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lazy and/or not resourceful, because they had gone through a similar journey and ‘got 
out’. Is that perhaps why child labour is not given that much priority?? 30 
Since this thesis was inspired by a desire to explore the relationship between policy discourse 
and target audiences, that is, adults and children engaged in ASM, the data analysis was guided 
by a ‘discourse analysis’ approach.  In particular, it was stimulated by an interest in the way 
policy and donor reports used language to influence and dominate the narrative on child labour, 
particularly the WFCL. While reading the transcripts, the researcher identified and refined 
important concepts and themes that emerged frequently, and then examined the relationships 
between them. The latter allowed the researcher ‘to move from simple description of the people 
and settings to explanations of why things happened as they did with those people in that setting’ 
(Schutt, 2012: 330).   
A discourse analysis was used to interpret the data in this particular research study because it 
aimed to identify and track the powerful discourse on childhood and labour over time, and how 
it had influenced policy and programming.  Furthermore, it explores how language ‘in the form 
of talk and text both constructs and simultaneously reproduces and/or changes the social world 
rather than using it as a means to reveal the world as a social phenomenon’ (Saunders et al., 
2012: 577). The nature of the research question itself suggests that it wanted to find out how 
child labour has been diagnosed and why the local interpretation of childhood and labour has 
been marginalised in the dominant policy discourse (Grbich, 2007). Consequently, Chapters 4-
6 analyse the language used in three key policies, C138, C182 and UNCRC – which are 
identified as the blueprints for the child labour elimination agenda – and how it compares with 
community-level interpretations of children’s presence in the ASM sector. Thus, it facilitated 
the process of unpacking the meaning of childhood as well as people’s perspectives on child 
labour in ASM and its perceived impact on education in the Tarkwa-Nsuaem Municipality.  
                                                 
30 Field diary entry, 27 June 2015 (See Appendix 13 for the complete entry) 
113  
  
Once the data was transcribed, the researcher read them twice to familiarise herself with the 
content and to highlight some interesting themes and ideas that were frequently emerging. This 
process did not take long because the researcher had throughout the data collection process 
reflected on the obvious similarities between communities, words or phrases that were used 
repetitively to describe concepts like adulthood (ɔ’panyin), poverty (menii sika) or artisanal 
mining (galamsey).  Once the transcripts were read and some initial notes were taken, all the 
scripts were fed into the NVivo data analysis software and a word cloud was formed to capture 
the 100 most frequently occurring words (Figure 3.4). Using this word cloud as a springboard, 
the researcher read around these frequently occurring words and referred back to the research 
objectives at every opportunity to see if a narrative was forming.  
Figure 3.4 NVivo - 100 most frequently occurring words. 
 
Despite its suitability for this research study, as a method, discourse analysis has flaws (Jensen, 
2008). One of the key issues with conducting discourse analysis is that it is a subjective method 
and as a result, interpretations will vary significantly based on the researcher – who does not 
come to the research study with an empty mind. As explained earlier however, the process of 
validity was ensured by confirming interpretations with other empirical studies conducted in 
similar environments and by having an ongoing process of data analysis which started during 
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the data collection period (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Thus, while the study is exploratory 
and not seeking to be generalised, it can be replicated to a certain extent.  
It is important to highlight here that the aim of this research study was not to test existing theories 
on child labour. Despite being a huge development issue, child labour in sub-Saharan Africa has 
been largely overlooked in the business and management discipline. Although the study nuances 
ideas from earlier work by Hilson (2008; 2010a; 2012a) and Hilson and Maconachie (2016), the 
attempt to explore the child labour phenomenon in ASM through an interdisciplinary lens, 
specifically in part from business and management and development studies angles, places it in 
a unique position. Given the increased interest in responsible sourcing and sustainability in 
business, findings from this research study could create a paradigm shift for corporations and 
financial institutions keen to understand the ethical implications of their economic decisions and 
policies. 
3.6 Limitations of the study 
This study encountered some challenges and limitations, which are detailed below.  The first 
was time.  It was clear from the first few interviews that the majority of children combined 
school and work, this meant that observing children working could only happen at weekends 
which due to the logistics, availability of research assistants and tight work schedule made it 
challenging. Most children were therefore approached at school, with the headteacher’s 
approval, and those happy to introduce their parents informed the researcher where they lived, 
and the researcher visited the parents at home. It would have been ideal to start fieldwork shortly 
before school was closed for the six-week-break, observe throughout the holiday and then again 
in the first few weeks of school, as this would have provided an interesting perspective on the 
difference between children’s contribution to household production during the term and during 
school holidays. 
The second limitation was logistics.  One out of the three study sites was located in the middle 
of a forest and required significant effort to reach. After a heavy rainfall, taxi drivers refused to 
go there for two to three days until the ground completely dried, because when it rained, roads 
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were extremely flooded, and vehicles were more prone to accidents. This affected productivity, 
meaning that on days that the researcher was able to visit the community, several interviews 
were conducted in a short space of time. 
The third was financial limitations.  The researcher was unable to secure a fieldwork grant and 
since Tarkwa is a mining town, this meant that the cost of living was very high. The cost of a 
research assistant whenever the researcher made visits to study sites, a driver, fuel, 
accommodation, internet connection and food quickly added up. This also explains why other 
mining regions of Ghana were not included in the study as was initially proposed. Instead, the 
researcher decided to select three case studies within a case study. 
The fourth limitation was the difficulty in confirming the chronological ages of children. This 
was especially challenging when speaking with adolescent boys and girls, who could easily be 
mistaken for being over 18 years old. While the children who did participate in this study all 
confirmed their age, most of them were unable to confirm their date of birth and on two separate 
occasions parents told the researcher that they could not confirm their child’s date of birth since 
they had lost their ‘weighing card’ or birth records. While the researcher recognises that 
estimating the ages of children based on the age of their youngest sibling or according to which 
sibling’s date of birth could be confirmed with official documentation can potentially create bias 
in the findings, it was the best option available and highlights perhaps the point made throughout 
this thesis that a problem like child labour cannot be analysed separate of its wider sociocultural 
context.  
The final limitation was gender.  Being a female researcher in a male-dominant sector was 
challenging for several reasons.  These included: 1) women being said to bring bad luck so there 
were several areas around the mine site they were not allowed to go; and 2) advice from 
qualitative research study books to frequent local bars and mingle with locals to get to know the 
way the community lives ignored the gender structures of rural communities in sub-Saharan 
Africa. As a result, cultural differences between the researcher and research participants became 
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very apparent and, in some instances, impacted the way interviews were conducted, and the 
people who were approached for interviews. Nonetheless, a process of reflexivity occurred 
throughout the fieldwork stage and great care was taken to avoid falling into the ‘research 
traveller’ category of researchers who parade their Western privilege in developing countries 
(Brockington and Sullivan 2003).  
3.7 Ethical issues arising from the research 
The researcher was expected to adhere to the University of Surrey’s Ethical Principles & 
Procedures for Teaching and Research as well as the relevant international and local policies31 
to guide the research process. The researcher went through a rigorous ethical scrutiny after which 
a favourable ethical opinion was granted. Since the policy framework has identified children’s 
work in ASM as Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL), a synonym for exploitation (Bessell, 
2011), the researcher applied for an Enhanced Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) check from 
the United Kingdom to ensure that she was cleared to work with vulnerable adults and children. 
Mining communities are epicentres of substance abuse and prostitution; boys use drugs to 
manage their fear of descending deep mine shafts and to manage the aches and pains that come 
with arduous work; and girls are often, due to poverty, forced to resort to prostitution to make 
ends meet. It was important from the onset for the researcher to be aware of the vulnerabilities 
that could potentially emerge from discussions with children and their parents, and to be aware 
of the emotional impact it could have, since the interpretivist philosophy recognises that the 
researcher is not separate from the research process. Despite the ‘different’ vulnerabilities and 
difficulties that arise from researching children, however, it is still a worthwhile process.  
Previous research in similar environments has uncovered patterns of independence, maturity and 
agency in working children (André and Godin, 2014) but this does not absolve researchers from 
taking the necessary precautions to limit the risk of causing harm and potentially exacerbating 
                                                 
31 UN CRC, African Charter for the Welfare and Rights of the Child, UK Data Protection Act, Ghana Data 
Protection Act, ILO Conventions 138 and 182 
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their situations. A reoccurring problem in research with children is that adults have preconceived 
ideas of what children are and what they are capable of doing. Morrow and Richards (1996: 99) 
argue that ‘the way of ‘seeing children’ that researchers hold have a profound impact upon the 
way in which we study children’. An overarching aim of this research is to provide children with 
the space to share their world experience since they are uniquely positioned to interpret the daily 
struggles and triumphs, they face. However, in recognition of children’s role as social agents 
and actors does not mean that researchers can approach them in the same manner that they would 
approach adults. There are various power structures that define when and/or how agency can be 
exercised for both children and adults. 
The ILO-IPEC’s Ethical Considerations When Conducting Research on Children in the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour manual summarizes the key problems that can arise when researching 
children in WFCL conditions. The key ethical issues identified in this manual, which also apply 
to adult research participants, are consent and confidentiality. The former posits that all research 
participants must be made aware that they have the right to refuse to participate in the research 
study and the latter posits that the identities of the research participants must be protected at all 
times. Langevang (2007: 269) observed that ‘the marginal position that young people in Africa 
are ascribed in the generational hierarchy means that they are not used to being asked their 
opinions or being listened to by adults’.  
The researcher arrived in all the respective communities with consent forms and information 
sheets, although it soon became clear that the concept of consent and confidentiality was treated 
differently in these communities. This was demonstrated in a number of ways, including as 
follows: 
1. It being common for the researcher’s presence to attract attention from members of the 
compound.  An interview that started off with a single participant, therefore, quickly 
morphed into a meeting of between 5 and 10 people.  
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2. Most of the parents were illiterate and the young people spoke a very basic level of 
English. This quickly turned consent forms and information sheets into a sort of power 
dynamic. One parent said to the researcher in the Akan dialect: ‘I can’t speak nor 
understand whether you are going to cut off my head, I don’t know. I can’t even write’.32 
A body of literature (e.g. Langevang, 1996; Sands et al., 2007) has emphasised the need 
for the researcher engaged in a cross-cultural interview to be aware of the unequal power 
relations that may arise. Awareness can potentially reduce the risk of influencing how 
research participants perceive the situation and as such reduce how much power the 
researcher has in affecting ‘the decisions they make, the opportunities they seek and the 
attitudes that they form’ (ILO-IPEC, 2003: 2). However, these power dynamics vary, 
especially when the researcher encounters unfamiliar territory that the research 
participants, especially children due to their experience, can navigate easily. 
3. Children do as adults tell them. Several parents told the researcher that a key aspect of 
socialising children is teaching them to respect their elders. When children were 
summoned by adults to come and speak with the researcher, they did it without 
hesitation. At first, it seemed like a very unethical way of recruiting children for the 
research study, but it soon became clear that this was the adult-child relationship in these 
communities. Refusing to carry out the interview would not only offend the individuals 
who had granted the researcher access to the community but would also impose the 
researcher’s worldview on the individuals. The chief’s approval for the researcher to 
conduct interviews in the community was treated as consent to speak to anyone freely. 
On some occasions, when children were in the presence of their parents, parental consent 
was sought but the final decision still rested with the children, and refusal to participate 
before the research or the decision to no longer be involved was respected.  
Finally, the manual touches on an important issue, ‘pay’, it asks whether it is ‘reasonable to 
assume that children should participate … – and intensively – but receive nothing in immediate 
                                                 
32 Interview with parent (Bonsawire, 6 June 2015) 
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return’ (ILO-IPEC, 2003: 10). Children who participated in the study were offered a selection 
of confectionary goods, exercise books, pens and pencils after the discussion. This was to ensure 
that they did not feel coerced to participate in order to receive gifts. In the same manner, adults 
were given bars of soap and washing powder to thank them for their time; the research assistant, 
who is a local, assured the researcher that these items were considered luxury goods to low-
income families and would be appreciated. All the schools that participated in the study were 
given 12 boxes of chalk and a range of educational posters to display in the kindergarten 
classrooms. These items were locked away in the car and only brought out at the end of the 
interview. With regards to the community leaders, according to local traditions, a common 
person cannot enter a chief’s palace empty handed, so the researcher presented each village chief 
with a money envelope before sitting down.  
Importantly, every child and adult was told at the beginning and at the end of the interview that 
the research was for exploratory purposes and that the data would be analysed and presented at 
academic conferences. This helped to manage expectations and to ensure that research 
participants were aware that their contributions were voluntary.  
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4 CHILD LABOUR, ITS DRIVERS AND SOLUTIONS: 
SYNTHESISING POLICYMAKERS’ PERSPECTIVES 
4.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to broaden understanding of how the child labour ‘problem’ in 
Ghana’s ASM sector has been diagnosed by policymakers, drawing upon the ideas and concepts 
contained within the body of literature reviewed in the previous chapter (Chapter 3). It explores 
how it is being addressed and the impact this has on children engaged in ASM and, in the 
process, addresses the first objective of this thesis (‘To critically examine how the child labour 
“problem” in ASM has been diagnosed in policymaking circles and is being addressed in sub-
Saharan Africa’). 
The analysis draws heavily upon feedback from interviews conducted with officials at the ILO 
and the Child Labour Unit (CLU) which sits in the Labour Department of Ghana’s Ministry of 
Employment and Labour Relations (MELR).  Collectively, these stakeholders have dominated 
the political discourse on the eradication of child labour in Ghana and can offer an insightful 
analysis of the Ghanaian context. In addition, the analysis draws on data from interviews with 
officials from other government agencies and organisations, including the Child Rights and 
Social Welfare Committee (CRSW), which is part of the Tarkwa-Nsuaem Municipality, 
UNICEF, Afrikids, the Ghana Minerals Commission, as well as information contained in grey 
and published literature.  
Carrying out this analysis entailed determining what policymakers understood to be the cause 
of the child labour ‘problem’ in ASM, what factors were hindering the efforts to eliminate it and 
finally, establishing from these discussions what the life of a child in rural sub-Saharan Africa 
should resemble. This helped to broaden understanding of the policy challenge and to identify 
potential overlaps.  
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4.2 Policy perspectives on the relativity of childhood 
A logical starting point for this chapter is a brief reflection on the historical policy context within 
which the Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL) narrative emerged. This can help to trace the 
trajectory of the child labour ‘problem’, and perhaps go a long way towards explaining why it 
has taken as long as it has for policymakers, donors and host governments to reach a consensus 
on how to realistically and successfully target the Worst Forms of Child Labour and eliminate 
this labour once and for all. Furthermore, it can provide insight on how to successfully 
universalise basic education in sub-Saharan Africa in line with Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 8 and 4, respectively, before 2030 (Table 4.1).  
Table 4.1 SDG targets and indicators relevant to the elimination of child labour33 
Sustainable Development Goal Target 
4 
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all 
4.1 
 
By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, 
equitable and quality primary and secondary education 
leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes 
 
8 
Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work 
for all 
8.7 
 
Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate 
forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking 
and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst 
forms of child labour, including recruitment and use of 
child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms 
 
 
It is necessary to use this opportunity to stress once again that while there are a series of policies 
that directly or indirectly address the protection of children, this thesis focuses on three key 
interventions that have been introduced in the last 45 years by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) and United Nations General Assembly (UNGA).  These are the ILO 
Minimum Age Convention (No. 138), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) and the ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (No. 182). As explained in 
                                                 
33 ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs (accessed 4 November 2018) 
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Chapter 2, these policies were purposefully selected because of their significance as the 
blueprints for tackling the Worst Forms of Child Labour specifically. The focus in the thesis is 
how these policies apply to ASM, one activity which has garnered significant attention in this 
space in recent decades, in sub-Saharan Africa.  
 
The current policy discourse on child labour, as emphasised throughout Chapter 2, is in conflict 
between wanting to uphold universal standards of childhood and recognising that childhood is a 
social construct that varies across time and space. The ILO’s failure to reach a consensus on the 
issue often gives the impression that the organisation only recently started to address this 
phenomenon.  But in communicating with ILO officials directly, the broad consensus is that the 
organisation’s affiliation with the global fight against child labour can be traced back to its 
origins:  
…it’s 100 years now that [the] ILO is talking about child labour because, the minimum age, you 
know, for employment in the industry you know, was the Convention No. 5. [It] was adopted 
during the first Labour Conference, International Labour Conference in 1919. So, they were 
talking already of the Minimum Age for access to employment, about 100 years. You 
understand, you know that child labour was already [on] the agenda since the creation of the 
institution.  
 
By way of contextualising, the signing of a peace treaty between Germany and the Allied 
Powers, which effectively ended the First World War (WWI), led to the establishment of the 
ILO in 1919. The original purpose of the organisation was to preserve the peace and social 
justice of Allied countries and their colonial territories, having just emerged from a destructive 
war (Myers, 2001). The document gave these countries, which were predominantly Euro-
American, the power to shape and influence the post-war world. The conventions that were 
adopted at the very first International Labour Conference in 1919, therefore, reflected the 
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common beliefs and ideologies of these countries, which had worked together to defeat their 
enemies. 
 
While a lot of the discourse on child labour in the twenty-first century is guided by ethical 
considerations, the abolition of child labour in industrial countries at the close of the 19th century 
was predominantly guided by a realisation that investing in adult labour made more sense 
economically. Nieuwenhuys (2007) provides an interesting example that partially explains the 
gradual disappearance of children in the labour market: 
The Lancashire cotton mills at the end of the eighteenth century that employed tens of thousands 
of children had soon discovered the disadvantages of child employment. Children were freely 
available from orphanages and poor houses, but employers had to feed, clothe and house them 
and this proved a costly affair. Children also formed an unstable labour force running away if 
offered better opportunities elsewhere. Sons and daughters of small peasants would only be 
available during the off-season and would return to their father’s homestead if needed there. 
They were also not as productive as often believed, the only way for the employer to recover the 
expenses of their maintenance being labour-tying contracts until the age of 21. (p.151) 
 
This highlights the importance of analysing the abolition of child labour in Western countries 
‘in the light of the wider context of international markets in which they operated’ (Nieuwenhuys, 
2007: 151). It also brings the discussion back to the main focus of this thesis, which, as 
highlighted in Section 2.3.3, is that the policy discourse on child labour is rooted in a history 
completely foreign to the sub-Saharan African context. The reality is that the fate of African 
children has been resting on the idea that the ‘freedom’ of their European counterparts two 
centuries ago can be replicated successfully.  
 
Most sub-Saharan African states did not actually start joining the ILO until after the wave of 
decolonisation. Ghana, for example, joined the ILO in May 1957, two months after it gained 
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independence from Britain and interestingly, when new non-Western countries joined, the ILO 
‘merely reinforced and disseminated its existing Europe-derived policies rather than reconceive 
them to fit new realities’ (Myers 2001: 45). For a long time, the model in use was based on the 
experiences of a globalised Europe, which historically had a predominantly urban and industrial 
milieu. All of these aspects did not align with the characteristics of most countries in newly-
independent sub-Saharan Africa, which is historically tied to an agrarian economy (Section 
2.3.1). Today, the region is experiencing a gradual reduction in the rural populations’ reliance 
on subsistence agriculture.  But according to the United Nation’s most recent World 
Urbanization Prospects: The 2018 Revisions report, only 43 per cent of the population lives in 
urban areas, compared to North America and Europe, which have an 82 per cent and 74 per cent 
urban population, respectively.   However, the agriculture sector is still the biggest contributor 
to the region’s GDP. 
 
Starting with the ILO’s Minimum Age Convention, which views child protection purely from a 
chronological age perspective (Section 2.2.1), the policy framework has led to a poor 
understanding of what it means to be a child in sub-Saharan Africa. This also explains the 
lengthy deliberation on the differences between child work and child labour, which have evolved 
to represent the opposite ends of the spectrum – work is beneficial to socialisation, while labour 
is associated with the exploitation of children for financial gain. As demonstrated throughout 
Chapter 2, however, in sub-Saharan Africa, where children’s work is embedded in a complex 
web of poverty and deeply-rooted sociocultural factors, the line between beneficial and 
exploitative work and the way they are perceived can become significantly blurred.  
 
The purpose of this thesis is not to undermine the experiences of the Western world or to claim 
there is no value in drawing lessons from their ‘success’ in eliminating child labour.  It rather 
aims to discover how best these lessons can be applied without completely dismissing the 
African experience. Historically, in sub-Saharan Africa, children worked and contributed to their 
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production unit and would grow up and stay in that production unit (Section 2.2.3). The arrival 
of Europeans, however, created a shift in what was deemed important, inter alia, mass 
production, taxation, cash economy, formal education. Many of these new dynamics do not align 
with the traditional African lifestyle that revolves around the kinship network. Thus, the policy 
framework conceived to eradicate child labour is very much a reflection of the fear harboured 
in the Western world historically about the ‘idleness’ among children of the poor. Here, it has 
long been believed that children who were not formally educated ‘represented a threat to social 
order: these children were not being prepared to be ‘useful citizens’’ (Duff, 2011: 239). These 
ideas have now been transferred to modern rural sub-Saharan Africa and while it is not stated 
explicitly, it can be argued that the ILO’s insistence on putting education first is tied to the 
Western historical ideology that education ‘cures’ idleness among the poor. 
 
While the policy framework implemented to eradicate child labour under scrutiny here has, 
through recognising cultural diversity, evolved since the adoption of C138, its approach is still 
highly contradictory. This is particularly the case with the UNCRC and C182, both of which 
were ratified unanimously due to how culturally-accommodating they appeared to be at first 
glance. It is important to note that the policies in question target areas of child exploitation (i.e. 
child prostitution, pornography, slavery and trafficking) that no government could justify in the 
modern world (Section 2.2.2). However, while these policies are culturally-lenient towards 
work, they still decide when a child can work and how long for. This has contributed to the 
stripping away of the normalcy of children’s work, meaning that it can never be fully regarded 
as a positive experience; the best-case scenario will always be the one where a child does no 
work. 
 
To summarize, the ILO was instrumental in shaping the discourse on child rights, or at least the 
view that children had a different set of needs that had to be enforced through policy. Even 
though the concept of ‘child rights’ was not coined until much later, this recognition marked the 
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official universalisation of the idea that childhood and adulthood were two separate phases in 
human development. Furthermore, it reinforces that there is a dominant Western influence in the 
child labour elimination agenda, which, as a result, has led to a heavy policy disconnect in 
countries where there is a high incidence of child labour. The next section of the chapter looks 
at how the child labour problem in ASM has been diagnosed in Ghana chiefly through interviews 
with international, national and local-level stakeholders. 
 
4.3 Diagnosing the child labour problem 
As mentioned in Section 2.5, Ghana provides an ideal landscape for exploring the key drivers 
of child labour in ASM. The country is historically tied to a vibrant agriculture and mining 
sector; both have been exporting cash crops (cocoa, rubber) and mineral resources (gold) to 
industrialised countries for over a century. Asking why, despite British colonial rule in the 
former Gold Coast from the mid-19th century until 1957 when the country became independent, 
the ‘child labour’ situation was not cause for concern until the 1990s, is beyond the scope of this 
thesis. However, it at least helps to understand why child labour in Ghana’s rural landscapes 
today cannot be diagnosed chiefly through a post-independence lens – that is, that there is more 
to child labour in Ghana than what has been observed and what has taken place in the past six 
decades. 
 
In addition to having one of the most comprehensive legal frameworks addressing both 
children’s right to a free basic education and freedom from exploitation (Table 4.2), Ghana’s 
prompt ratification of international conventions – it was the first country to ratify the UNCRC, 
for example – reaffirms its commitment to improve the lives of children. Since 1957, Ghana has 
carried out several activities at the local level to promote the welfare of children. However, in 
recent years the activities have yielded limited tangible results, despite the claim by donor 
organisations (ILO, 2017) that there has been a noticeable reduction in poverty (Section 2.2). 
The situation in ASM communities has been no exception. Despite ideas that ‘mining’ towns 
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such as Tarkwa are the epicentres of capital flow, those living amid the chaos know that ‘in 
actual fact, if you are in that business [galamsey] and you are only an ordinary person, you may 
find it hard to survive here’.34 
 
While the idea of mineral-led development in sub-Saharan Africa has gained traction in 
international policy discussions, regionally, the ASM sector’s potential continues to be 
overlooked (Hilson and McQuilken, 2014). Four decades of research on ASM has opened donor 
organisations up to the possibility that the sector does not simply attract ‘get-rich-quick’ 
opportunists and that children’s involvement in the sector is largely under ‘family labour’ terms 
and not exploitation. A strong case for the sector’s poverty-driven nature has been made for 
much of the last four decades, as highlighted throughout Chapter 2. Yet, despite this mounting 
evidence, child labour in ASM has received very little ‘focused’ attention, apart from criticism 
from NGO and pressure group reports of how children are exposed to mercury and thus face a 
future of neurological disorders (HRW, 2015), and other attempts of consumer-shaming through 
the revelation that some of the biggest multinational technology companies are fuelling a child 
labour epidemic in the coltan mining industry in the likes of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(Amnesty International, 2016). The aim of this section of the chapter, therefore, is to develop a 
more nuanced understanding of how child labour has been diagnosed in policymaking circles.  
It does so by first coming to grips with the reasons why child labour in ASM has been missing 
from the national dialogue, and subsequently, by unpacking the debates surrounding its link to 
poverty. 
4.3.1 Policy perspectives on the causes of child labour: The missing narrative 
Interviews with key stakeholders revealed some possible explanations as to why a ‘focused’ 
debate on the drivers of child labour has been missing from the national dialogue. The first 
reason relates to the way the sector is perceived in policymaking circles. Despite a changing 
                                                 
34 Interview transcript, Child Rights and Social Protection Committee, 6 July 2015 
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narrative at the international level, the general view at the national level is that the sector is a 
chaotic, ‘get-rich-quick’ activity that damages the environment, attracts criminals and prostitutes 
to respectable villages, claims ‘innocent’ lives and steals childhoods (Fisher et al., 2009; Jønsson 
and Fold, 2011; Jonah and Abebe, 2018). This statement from an NGO worker describing ASM 
communities in the Upper East Region of Ghana captures the essence of the government’s 
position: 
Ermm it’s a traditionally settled area like there are lots of established villages there but 
there are also a lot of ermm settlements that have just been knocked up around the sites 
ermm kind of roughly built places that don’t have any of your normal services, don’t 
have any ermm power or water or schools or hospitals because they are not settled but 
you know they are not official settlements so you get kind of a Wild West feel in some 
places and you do get more issues there, with drink and drugs and prostitution ermmm 
which you barely see in the Upper East normally because it’s such a rural and traditional 
area but as with anywhere you get young single men moving in, like any mining 
community in the world. Ermm they do use mercury ermm they do pound the rock 
wearing no masks no … like I’m sure you’re very familiar with all the potential hazards 
in galamsey and they all exist.35  
 
Not only do ASM operators get the blame for bringing social disorder to ‘traditional’ 
communities, they are also compared to the lawless inhabitants of the Wild West. This negative 
discourse has managed to shift the focus from the root cause of the sector’s growth – that is, 
poverty – and toward the expressions of the sector’s informality.  
 
As highlighted in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3.2), this superficial assessment has led to a series of 
misdiagnoses relating specifically to why there is a growing presence of children in ASM.  At 
the same time, government agencies that on paper appear to be concerned with addressing child 
labour generally are rather passive in their approaches. One such example is the Ghana Minerals 
Commission, which again is the national government body tasked with licensing and providing 
technical assistance to ASM. As mentioned in Section 3.3.2, an informal discussion with 
                                                 
35 Interview transcript, Afrikids, 4 March 2015 
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members of staff in the Tarkwa branch of the Ghana Minerals Commission revealed that that 
child labour issues were not considered to be within their jurisdiction. This, however, was likely 
a reflection of the agency’s remit, which was to police current or prospective ‘licensed’ sites – 
where it is believed child labour does not occur.  
 
Scheduled visits to several ‘licensed’ sites, including some that were under consideration for 
certification, revealed some contradictions in the national portrayal of the legal ASM sector.  
Not only were infants and toddlers seen playing next to the loading bay where their mothers 
hauled ore – the ILO exercises a no-tolerance policy when it comes to children at ASM sites, 
whether they are ‘working’ or not (Section 4.4.2) – similarities in the profile of the workforce, 
mining techniques and equipment used at illegal sites were also observed. It quickly became 
apparent that the ways in which government officials portrayed the sector were in no way 
representative of the true developments on the ground.  
 
This leads to the second reason why there is a missing narrative on child labour: a lack of 
resources. An empty purse seriously limits the enforcement capacity of government agencies, 
forcing them to rely on news reports and donor organisation reports on issues that occur in their 
own backyards. As explained in Section 3.3.2, the Labour Department and its dedicated Child 
Labour Unit (CLU) are the main governmental bodies charged with coordinating child labour 
issues in Ghana. The CLU is responsible for the overall coordination and supervision of the 
National Plan of Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour in Ghana 
(NPA1), which includes carrying out labour inspections through 170 district-level offices, and 
evaluating and monitoring the activities of organisations working to combat child labour and 
providing financial support where necessary to bring various stakeholders together for the 
National Steering Committee.36 
 
                                                 
36 NPA2 came into action in May 2018, so it is not relevant to the information collected in May-June 2015 
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It was first hinted in an informal discussion with UNICEF officials that five years after NAP1 
had been developed, the CLU had three permanent members of staff and still did not have labour 
offices in all 170 districts in Ghana.37  Labour inspections were a rare occurrence mainly because 
of resource restrictions but also due to a fear that ‘you may go, and they will beat you’.38  The 
literature has documented the tense relationship between ASM operators and the government, 
so this revelation was not surprising (Hilson and Yakovleva 2007; Teschner 2012; Hilson 2017). 
Here, the Head of the unit elaborates on the resource problems of the CLU: 
Should I say from 2008 thereabout till now, there have [sic] never been an allocation like 
this … that this is for Child Labour Unit for child labour activities, because we are a 
schedule under the Labour Department so whatever comes to Labour Department or to 
the Ministry, the Ministry because the National Steering Committee is chaired by the 
Minister so they have to take some responsibilities and then some others too here. So, 
the budget is to the Department and to the Ministry so that when [sic]. If not, we fall on 
donors and donors they have their interest they will tell you we can do it or we cannot 
do it or you want to do it this way but this way will not suit me I want to do it this way 
so sometimes they force you to do it what they want you to do because you don’t have 
the funds. So, it’s been very difficult trying to monitor whatever is going on, we even 
have NGOs they just get up go to the communities do whatever work they want, and they 
come out free, we are unable to track them we are unable to monitor what is going on.39 
 
Similarly, the Child Rights and Social Protection Committee which operated under the Social 
Welfare and Community Development department of the Tarkwa-Nsuaem Municipal Assembly, 
also, ironically, did little in the way of monitoring child labour even though one of its key aims 
is ‘To protect and promote the right of children against harm and abuse’ (T-NMA, 2018: 63). 
With limited resources available to meet their own targets, it waited for concerned citizens who 
‘ha[d] any cause to believe that what the child is doing may have very bad effect on him in the 
future’ to report to the police who in turn got in touch with them and the labour department to 
find a solution. 40 It seems inexplicable, however, that in a region where child labour or at least 
                                                 
37 Fieldwork notes, UNICEF, 17 June 2015 
38 Interview transcript, Head of Child Labour Unit, 29 April 2018 
39 Interview transcript, Head of Child Labour Unit, 29 April 2018 
40 Interview transcript, Head of Child Rights and Social Protection Committee, 6 July 2015 
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the concept of children ‘at work’ is considered to be the norm (section 2.3.3), such concerns 
would arise occasionally. 
 
The final reason why child labour in ASM has been overlooked in the policy dialogue is 
connected to its relevance to the country’s economic development. On the one hand, as it stands, 
multinational mining companies engaged in capital-intensive, highly-mechanised activity 
extract and export the majority of Ghana’s gold, thus minimising potential opportunities for 
child labour. The ASM sector’s contribution to the economy, on the other hand, while significant 
– it generated US$11 million between 2007 and 2015 (see Section 2.5.1) – has no bearing on the 
success of the cocoa farming sector. Ghana is the second largest cocoa producer in Africa after 
Côte d’Ivoire (Wessel and Quist-Wessel, 2015), and according to the Ghana Cocoa Board 
(COCOBOD), a government-owned cocoa marketing board, ‘the crop generates about $2 billion 
in foreign exchange annually and is a major contributor to Government Revenue and GDP’.41 
As a result of its top foreign exchange earnings status, cocoa-growing communities in Ghana 
have received considerable benefits from the government, donor institutions and confectionary 
companies to boost production.  Examples include free pest and disease control programmes; 
packages of hybrid seeds; agricultural inputs such as pesticides and fertilisers; improved 
marketing facilities; and the rehabilitation of transport infrastructure (road and railway) (Wessel 
and Quist-Wessel, 2015).  
 
The bulk of child labour policies and programmes that have been developed to date have been 
shaped by or have specifically targeted child labour in the cocoa farming sector, including the 
ILO’s Time Bound Programme (TBP).  Article 7 of C182 states that, ‘Each Member shall, taking 
into account the importance of education in eliminating child labour, take effective and time-
bound measures to: (a) prevent the engagement of children in the worst forms of child labour’. 
The TBP was developed by the ILO to help guide countries in the efforts to fulfil their 
                                                 
41 ‘Cocoa’ https://www.cocobod.gh/home_section.php?sec=1 (accessed 19 December 2018) 
132  
  
obligations as signatories to C182. In Ghana, a TBP was in operation between 2003 and 2009 
and during this period, the Head of the CLU confirmed in an interview42, there were no 
significant activities implemented in the ASM sector. For the cocoa farming sector, however, 
the West Africa Cocoa and Commercial Agriculture Project (WACAP) was launched in five43 
countries, including Ghana. This would provide an impetus to develop the National Programme 
for the Elimination of Worst Forms of Child Labour in Cocoa (NPECLC).  
 
Under the pressure of the Harkin-Engel Protocol, which took effect in 2001, a series of child 
labour monitoring systems have also been implemented in the cocoa farming sector in Ghana.44 
Essentially, all of Ghana’s efforts to eliminate child labour appear to be concentrating on 
preventing it from descending to Tier 3 on the Human Trafficking rankings, or the level 
populated by ‘Countries whose governments do not fully meet the minimum standards and are 
not making significant efforts to do so’ (US Department of State, 2017: 45).45 This downgrade 
would not only jeopardise its status as a lead cocoa exporter but could also possibly cause it to 
lose ‘a lot of support that [they] will get from donors.46 As a result, other sectors such as ASM, 
fisheries, street hawking and begging, and porterage of heavy loads (kayaye), areas the Head of 
the CLU and the Ghana’s National Action Plan for Elimination of Child Labour (Section 2.5.3) 
identify as needing urgent attention due to their significance to ‘local’ livelihoods, are being 
overlooked by foreign donors.47 An NGO worker expressed frustration with the government’s 
stance on prioritising child labour in cocoa farming during an interview: 
But our governments, if you read the literature; governments, UN, I don’t know whether 
they are attracted by money, funding coming from everyone is being hurried by this 
                                                 
42 Fieldwork notes, Head of Child Labour Unit, 18 June 2015 
43 Côte d'Ivoire , Ghana , Guinea , Cameroon and Nigeria 
44 The Harkin–Engel Protocol is a voluntary public-private agreement to eliminate WFCL in the farming and 
processing of cocoa in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. 
45 The Trafficking in Persons Report is produced annually by the U.S. State Department. It provides a country-by-
country analysis of the state of human trafficking, control measures in place to combat it, and insight on how to 
make improvements where necessary. Countries are ranked between Tier 1 (good) and Tier 3 (worst), based on 
how close they are to meeting the Trafficking Victims Protection Act’s (TVPA) minimum standards. 
46 Interview transcript, Head of Child Labour Unit, 29 April 2018 
47 Fieldwork notes, Head of Child Labour Unit, 18 June 2015 
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Harkin-Engel Protocol and everybody is so scared stiff that Americans will ban me. Go 
to hell! I say let Americans ban cocoa it will be the beginning of Ghana’s progress. Why 
do I say that? Two-thirds of our best agricultural lands is under cocoa cultivation, when 
we sell the cocoa what do we use the money for? To buy food, we import rice, cooking 
oil, sugar; it’s food. Wouldn’t you rather produce the food directly here? (inaudible) 
Why? And I also say that it takes just one year to convert a cocoa farm into a food-
producing farm, so let them stop buying cocoa it’s the chocolate companies that will 
collapse first and they’ve got their millions and billions there, let’s see who in the value 
chain will suffer more if cocoa collapses, it’s never the farmers.48 
 
To summarise, the reasons why the ASM sector is largely absent from the Ghanaian policy 
dialogue on eradicating WFCL can be summarised as follows: 1) policymakers have focused on 
the expressions of the sector’s informality as opposed to the root cause of the problem, which is 
poverty; 2) government agencies being seriously under-resourced and unable to be consistent in 
their service delivery; and 3) policymakers believing that sustainable rural economic 
development requires investment in small farm agriculture. However, during discussions with 
government officials it quickly became clear that their views were not fully captured in donor 
reports. The frustration of having to work with limited resources, of being disappointed annually 
as approved budgets were slashed without prior notice, of being unable to protect children when 
it was their job to do so, has led many civil servants to lose confidence in ambitious ILO plans 
to eliminate child labour by 2025.  To many, a ‘total eradication might not possible’ because 
‘they [children] must get money and survive’.49-50 Importantly, at the local level, government 
officials seem to recognise the poverty-driven nature of ASM. The officials consulted 
demonstrated an understanding that the population is responding to this by working mineralised 
land, and in some cases, have no alternatives: 
But I mean they must have money, there is no work, there is no employment in the 
country, there’s no employment and so the least chance they will venture. And it is the 
land, where in the actual fact, in the Western region particularly, Tarkwa Municipality 
and all that, there is gold. Every land you step on is gold. And so ermmm they don’t 
leave it at all and that has made the youth to just to … you see them always always on it, 
when you are driving even along on the road to maybe Kumasi or so side by side, left 
and right, there are people mining, digging there and there.51 
                                                 
48 Interview transcript, NGO worker, 6 February 2015 
49 Interview transcript, Head of Child Rights and Social Protection Committee, 6 July 2015 
50 Interview transcript, Head of Child Labour Unit, 29 April 2018 
51 Interview transcript, Head of Child Rights and Social Protection Committee, 06 July 2015 
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Any efforts to understand the key drivers of child labour in ASM have been overshadowed by 
1) a negative public discourse which views the sector as a hinderance to Ghana’s development 
efforts; and 2) a country’s desire to raise their position from a lower middle-income economy 
by any means possible. That said, while a link to poverty is often explicitly stated in donor 
reports and was mentioned frequently during interviews with stakeholders as the driver of child 
labour, the specific causes of that poverty are often overlooked, even though clarification on this 
front is a key to tackling the ‘problem’ effectively sub-Saharan Africa. The next section of the 
chapter explores how policymakers have conceptualised this link and their understanding of how 
it has manifested in the ASM sector. 
4.3.2 Child labour, ASM and Poverty: A rocky link? 
Policymakers (ILO, 1996; UNICEF, 1997) generally agree that there is a link between poverty 
and child labour, however this thesis argues that the link is not as linear as projected. On average, 
children interviewed sought work in the ASM sector when there was a decline in household 
income, that is, in situations when their primary carers were unable to allocate a sufficient 
portion of the household income to cover individual food or school-related costs. This 
explanation from a government official about of why households turned to ASM captures the 
general view of all the stakeholders involved in this research: 
But I mean they must have money, there is no work, there is no employment in the 
country.  There’s no employment and so the least chance they will venture. 52 
 
To address the unemployment issue, governments53 and NGOs54 have launched a series of 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) for youth, providing training in 
activities such as basket weaving, carpentry, dressmaking and tanneries.  For parents, many 
mining companies have, in the past, launched a range of alternative livelihood programs such as 
                                                 
52 Interview transcript, Head of Child Rights and Social Protection Committee, 06 July 2015 
53 Interview transcript, Child Rights and Social Protection Committee, 06 July 2015 
54 Interview transcript, Afrikids, 04 March 2015 
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fish harvesting, poultry and grass-cutter rearing, and snail farming to encourage 
entrepreneurship and of course move people away from illegal mining (Banchirigah, 2008). As 
explained in Chapter 2, poverty alone cannot explain children’s engagement in waged labour. 
The literature reviewed linked the neoliberal policies implemented in sub-Saharan Africa since 
the 1980s and the exponential growth of the informal sector, which, due to an emphasis on 
reducing national spending and scaling back government support, has created large-scale 
unemployment (Section 2.3.1).  
 
In the case of Ghana, consider, for example, the impact of neoliberal policies on the Ghana 
Railway Corporation (GRC). In 1981, a recommendation put forward on a proposed 
development credit loan of US$29 million to the GRC was submitted to the World Bank.  The 
railway network in Ghana was in desperate need of rehabilitation because ‘the shortage of 
foreign exchange ha[d] adversely affected the operations of all sectors, its impact ha[d] been 
especially severe on the transport sector which depend[ed] on a continuous supply of imported 
spare parts and supplies to maintain its existing facilities and to keep its vehicles and equipment 
operating’ (World Bank, 1981: 8). In the 1983 Budget Announcement, the Jerry Rawlings 
Government indicated that it would not increase the wages of railway workers, which trade 
union workers argued was necessary to motivate workers to complete the necessary construction 
work (Haynes, 1991). The food supplies to railway workers, which could be sold for cash, 
worked temporarily until inflation rendered a minimum wage salary unviable. The daily salary 
of a railway worker was significantly less than the cost of a tuber of yam, meaning that they 
‘were not earning enough to cover even the food needs of their families, let alone clothing, 
school and medical fees, water, and electric bills’ (Haynes, 1991: 150).  
 
Today, the railway network is still in poor condition, and has become a liability to national 
efforts to revitalise the economy. The Western line, which runs between the Takoradi coastline 
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and Kumasi, Ghana’s second largest city, is one of the most important since it has long been 
responsible for carrying a major share of the country’s freight. Key Ghanaian exports such as 
cocoa, timber, gold, manganese and bauxite were transported on this line, but years of neglect 
due to the lack of funding to repair rail tracks and locomotives has significantly reduced freight. 
Particularly relevant to this research is the impact the suspension of passenger trains has had on 
communities such as Bonsawire, a village served by the Western line. A 36-year-old mother of 
seven,55 who, like many others in the community, had relied on the frequent passenger trains to 
order supplies from neighbouring towns and sell to passengers, explained the impact 
complications with rail has had on their community: 
Researcher: Do you know one of the biggest reasons why people do galamsey in this 
town? 
Parent: You see there isn’t any job in this town and in the olden days the sleeper train 
went through the town and people used to send firewood from Kojokrom. 
Research Assistant: You mean Kojokrom-Takoradi? 
Parent: Yes 
Research Assistant: Where is it? 
Parent: You have to follow the rail line it is along the way; but when the Railways 
system collapsed there was nothing to do in this town so when galamsey business 
emerged and people got involved. People who didn’t do it found it difficult to take care 
of the children. 
Researcher: How long ago was it? 
Parent: It’s been a long time ago, even its been about 8 years since galamsey came to 
this town and the rail system ceased before that, so it’s been more than 8 years since it 
stopped. At the moment it is the manganese that is carried on the rail lines but it is not 
rail coaches carrying human beings so there is no avenue to sell when manganese is being 
transported. 
Researcher: So, the manganese people still use the rail lines? 
Parent: Yes 
 
According to information gathered by the Japan International Cooperation Agency (Japan 
International Cooperation Agency, 2014), passenger trains on the Western line stopped 
operation on 13 September 2007 and it is possible that there was a gradual reduction of services 
leading up to that date. Today, the line is mainly used by the country’s only significant 
                                                 
55 Interview transcript, Parent, 06 June 2015 
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manganese ore producer, the Ghana Manganese Company Limited, located at Nsuta, one train 
stop away from Bonsawire (Amponsah-Tawiah and Dartey-Baah, 2011).  
Table 4.2 Employed population 15 years and older in Tarkwa-Nsuaem Municipality56 
Employment sector 
Both sexes Male Female 
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
Total 35,319 100.0 19,360 100.0 15,959 100.0 
Public (Government) 1,387 3.9 897 4.6 490 3.1 
Private formal 5,888 16.7 4,880 25.2 1,008 6.3 
Private informal 27,873 78.9 13,458 69.5 14,416 90.3 
Semi-public/ Parastatal 30 0.1 21 0.1 9 0.1 
NGOs (local and 
international) 
114 0.3 80 0.4 34 0.2 
Other international 
organisations 
27 0.1 24 0.1 3 0.0 
 
This short historical analysis captures how neoliberal policies implemented nearly four decades 
ago still affect rural livelihoods, especially any prospects of finding paid work (Table 4.2). 
Governments and policymakers have seriously downplayed the dynamic nature of rural 
livelihoods, failing to appreciate fully how the complexity of household portfolios are influenced 
by hardship (Hilson and Garforth, 2012). Rather than understanding and addressing the more 
fundamental causes of child labour associated with poverty – made more complicated by the 
sociocultural context within which it is embedded – interventions aimed at eradicating child 
labour interventions implemented for ASM communities over the years have mainly focused on 
redefining childhood. The next section of the chapter examines the tensions between a Western-
influenced child labour policy framework and the rich sociocultural history sketched briefly in 
these foregoing paragraphs. 
4.4 Cultural nuances of child labour in ASM 
Referring back to the discussion on the key shifts in child labour policy (see Section 2.2.2), 
which traced how the concepts of child labour and childhood have gone through a process of 
acculturation in the past five decades, this section of the chapter goes a long way toward 
                                                 
56Data extracted from GSS (2014b) 
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articulating how diverse and dynamic the experiences of growing up in rural sub-Saharan 
African can be. Interestingly, despite what appears to be a move away from universalising 
Western childhood ideals, the UNCRC and WFCL Convention both adopted very neutral and 
highly adaptable language in their policies to make it applicable to a wider social context. This, 
as explained in Chapter 2, contributed to the high ratification rate of both policies but the issue 
which is important to revisit here is that with a highly-adaptable policy framework, new 
ambiguities emerged, particularly in reference to which activities were considered tolerable or 
intolerable for children (Section 2.2.2).  
A key question to answer based on the above analysis, therefore, is what makes identifying 
hazardous work for children in rural sub-Saharan Africa difficult? Following reports of children 
working in Colombian mines in the 1990s, child labour in ASM began featuring more heavily 
in key development discussions (MMSD, 2002). Since then, several new debates centred on the 
nature of children’s work in ASM have emerged, each seeking to understand what drives hordes 
of children from low-income families to engage in work in this sector. What has been most 
intriguing is the lack of consensus among policymakers, development practitioners and scholars 
on whether the entire sector is dangerous for children. Theoretically, the C138 and C182 jointly 
offer some level of clarity about what sort of work can be done by children of certain age groups 
but both are laced with numerous ambiguities, as highlighted in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.2). 
4.4.1 Ambiguous definitions of child labour 
To recapitulate, child labour has been defined by the ILO as ‘work that deprives children of their 
childhood, their potential and their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental 
development’.57 This definition, however, has failed to garner the support of development 
practitioners and scholars alike, who still have not reached a consensus on whether there can be 
a universal standard of childhood.  To date, the ILO and its supporting UN agencies have worked 
towards achieving this ideal ‘childhood’, even though, technically, through the adoption of the 
                                                 
57 ‘Definition: What is meant by child labour?’ https://www.ilo.org/moscow/areas-of-work/child-
labour/WCMS_249004/lang--en/index.htm (Accessed on 26 October 2018) 
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UNCRC and subsequently, the WFCL Convention, they recognised that there was no universal 
concept of childhood. This is particularly evident in the language used in its publications, an 
illustrative example being this excerpt from the 1997 State of the World’s Children Report: 
In industrialized countries, it is now almost universally accepted that if children are to 
develop normally and healthily, then they must not perform disabling work. In theory at 
least, education, play and leisure, friends, good health and proper rest must all have an 
important place in their lives (UNICEF 1997: 29). 
Defining child labour is dependent on one’s understanding of the role of children and the ‘ideal’ 
spaces they should occupy. In the case of industrialised countries, where the instruction of 
children in schools gradually replaced the need for children’s labour, childhood is a melange of 
full-time education, play time with friends and rest. In sub-Saharan Africa, where the 
introduction of formal education was imposed before the production unit found an alternative 
supply method that did not include children, the process of rearranging child spaces and 
redefining the role of children has taken a more complex route.  
 
By becoming signatories of international child labour policies, governments in sub-Saharan 
African governments agree to an individualist philosophy which encourages independence and 
self-reliance. Governments thus sign to denounce and vilify their cultural values and norms, 
which are founded on a collectivist philosophy, even though they know that these values have 
been securing and protecting livelihoods in the absence of a reliable social welfare system. This 
point was reinforced in an interview with the Head of the CLU, who reflected on the increasingly 
individualistic response to orphans, which has fuelled the growth of child poverty and hunger:  
…when some of them [children] lose their parents, like orphans it becomes difficult for 
them to feed, especially now that the extended family system that we had has broken 
down. Because, if it was those days a family member will just pick them up, an aunty an 
uncle and they will take care of them like their own children but now it is not like that.58 
 
                                                 
58 Interview transcript, Head of Child Labour Unit, 29 April 2018 
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Orphans are now the problem of local government departments such as the Child Rights and 
Social Protection Committee, which also struggle to offer relief to vulnerable children due to 
major funding issues. 
Another way that key government agencies are denouncing their local perceptions of childhood 
is evident in the way its officials define child labour. There is a stark contrast between the 
definition, a regurgitation of what is written in the C182, and the perceived role of children in 
the Ghanaian context, which is discussed in more detail in Section 4.3.2. According to the Head 
of the CLU, the definition of child labour used by government is a reflection of the content of 
‘Convention 182 on the reforms of child labour’.59 Thus, from the Government of Ghana’s 
perspective, child labour refers to activities that are harmful to children and which prevent them 
from going to school and having crucial play time. This, however, as illustrated throughout 
Chapter 2, is a contradiction to the foundations of Ghanaian society, which considers work to be 
a key function of childhood socialisation. Moreover, if the child has a responsibility to contribute 
to their production network, what is considered to be harmful/hazardous work becomes entirely 
subjective.  
For this reason, Bourdillon et al. (2010) suggest that rather than dichotomise between child 
labour and child work, the work children engage in should be placed along a continuum (Figure 
4.1), which recognises activities that are beneficial to the child, activities that are intolerable and 
should be criminalised, and activities that do not fall squarely into either category but which 
have the potential to be improved or transformed so that they are safe and  beneficial to all 
children. 
                                                 
59 Interview transcript, ILO officers, 29 April 2018 
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Figure 4.1 A continuum of child work60 
  
In ASM communities, where the majority of families find themselves caught in poverty traps, 
dichotomising children’s work into two simplistic categories poses a serious threat to 
livelihoods. Whereas in high-income countries, child labour has gradually been substituted with 
a functioning social protection and well-resourced education system, in rural sub-Saharan 
African, children’s engagement in ASM is often a matter of necessity to survive, especially since 
they do not have safety nets to fall back on during times of hardship.  
 
4.4.2 Childhood as a social construct 
Elaborating on the debates presented above about the Western ideals of childhood embedded in 
the child labour policy framework, this section attempts to analyse the reasons why donor 
institutions have struggled to embrace the diversity and relevance of multiple childhood 
experiences. Over the years, the media, NGOs and pressure groups have painted a negative 
picture of child labour in ASM. Reports only highlight the dangerous side of ASM: children 
inhaling dust and mercury fumes, carrying ore heavier than their body weight and descending 
mine shafts without protection (HRW, 2010, 2011, 2013). However, despite evidence of the 
dangerous nature of work in ASM, a body of literature has emerged criticising the ILO for 
labelling the entire sector a ‘no-go-area’ for children (Hilson, 2008, 2010a, 2012a; Maconachie 
and Hilson, 2016).  
 
                                                 
60 Modified from Bourdillon et al. (2010: 161) 
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142  
  
In sub-Saharan Africa, work is a normal feature of children’s everyday life and thus makes the 
identification of hazardous labour complex. The researcher observed children as young as two 
years old washing laundry, running errands, pounding fufu for the evening meal, fetching large 
quantities of water before and after school, carrying foodstuffs from the farm on their heads, 
weeding and mobile hawking. This reiterates again that in these contexts harmful labour was 
subjective, yet children’s presence in the ASM sector has been completely criminalised by the 
ILO and its conventions. This is particularly interesting because even after conducting a study 
identifying non-hazardous and light jobs in the sector (Table 4.2), the presence of children is 
still not tolerated. An ILO official confirmed this position in an interview: 
But not all [children’s work] is on production or…there is a lot of discussions about, 
should the children do, can the children do some other kinds of work on the mining sites 
or around the mining sites? Like petty trade...like I mean, little girls...girl child used to 
sell things around etc. There are debates on that, some people tend to accept this question 
about the one.  But, from ILO perspective at this stage, there is no flexibility because of 
the very hazardous environment for the children health you know, when you talk of the 
mine site or for the risk the children are exposed to.61  
 
A second ILO official also present during the interview echoed similar sentiments: 
Any persons under eighteen years, are not allowed to do mining and people who are 
under twenty-one are not allowed to go so, it is totally a no-go-area; it’s not a case of a 
hazardous work which urmm if you remove the hazard, the child can be allowed to do 
the work.  Yea, it is a no-go-area at all.62 
  
The above statements draw attention to the important overarching purpose of ILO intervention 
in mining communities, and challenge whether they align with their mission statement of 
‘promoting jobs [and] protecting people’. As quickly as they acknowledge the diversity of work 
children engage in, they dismiss it, citing the hazardous environment within which ASM is 
embedded as the reason why children below 18 years should be cleared from its parameters. 
This reiterates a point made in Chapter 2 about how the hazards found in ASM have led 
organisations such as the ILO to provide a diagnosis of child labour that is far worse than the 
reality on the ground suggests (Kielland and Tovo, 2006).   
                                                 
61Interview transcript, ILO officers, 27 April 2018 
62 Interview transcript, ILO officers, 27 April 2018  
143  
  
Table 4.3 Hazardous Activity Framework in ASM63 
Type of 
work 
Activities 
Hazardous Ore 
mining 
• Undertaking any activity in underground mines or mine pits 
deeper than 6 metres. 
• Alluvial underwater ore mining- all processes. 
• Exploring or prospecting for gold 
• Clearing vegetation for mining. 
• Excavating/ digging out overburden through various layers of 
earth. 
• Blasting rocks with explosives. 
• Removing gold bearing gravels from mine. 
• Carrying heavy load of gold bearing gravels/ material above 30 
kg either in ore stockpiling or into washing trammels. 
• Pounding/ crushing of gold rocks using metal mortars and 
pestles. 
• Milling gold rocks with special grinding mill. 
• Operating mining machines such as excavator or Changfa 
machines 
Gold 
processing 
• Amalgamating gold with mercury to form gold amalgam in 
handkerchief or piece of cloth. 
• Treating of gold amalgam in a retort or burning in open air. 
• Weighing and selling gold. 
• Engaging in age acceptable work without adequate foot, body 
and finger protective clothing 
Non-hazardous • Carrying ore bearing materials not exceeding 20 kg and not 
from depth exceeding 2.5 metres 
• Fetching water for sluicing 
• Sluicing for gold 
• Panning for gold 
Light work • Fetching water for sluicing 
• Running errands 
• Selling food 
 
Moreover, and as will be explained in Chapter 5, parents only make the decision to supply child 
labour to the sector out of desperation and only when they know the child can ‘manage’ (Dessy 
and Pallage 2005). By the age of 10, most children in rural sub-Saharan Africa have already 
been trained to replace or substitute adult labour in some capacity. This was also confirmed by 
                                                 
63 Adapted from ILO-IPEC (2013: 16) 
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the Head of the CLU, who seemed conflicted during an interview between the glorification of a 
‘golden era’ of child labour and the denunciation of its negative modern counterpart: 
everybody for instance, as Africans you cannot give birth to your child and let the child 
sit down doing nothing till the child gets to age 13, 15 before, so it is a way we use to 
socialise our children and we have abused it, we have abused it, so that is what we have 
to look at. 64 
 
Nonetheless, the danger of making negative generalisations about children’s work is that they 
can undermine its socio-cultural value, which legitimises their membership to the kinship group, 
and advocate for a labour-free ‘childhood’ that village life simply cannot accommodate under 
the current circumstances (Zyck, 2011).  
 
This thesis asserts that like ‘childhood’, child labour is a socially-constructed phenomenon. 
Specifically, it is a phenomenon constructed in European contexts in the 19th century and yet it 
is still expected to apply to rural sub-Saharan African contexts.  The debates introduced so far 
point to donor institutions not fully accepting that a childhood that does not fit within the bounds 
of what the child labour policy framework considers as the norm, is equally valid  
4.4.3 Chronological age as a method of enforcement 
The Minimum Age Convention (C138) has been at the centre of heated development debates 
since it was introduced in 1973 because child socialisation in many non-Western contexts 
include an early introduction to work to prepare children for future adult responsibilities 
(Crehan, 1992; Myers 2001; Ekpe-Otu, 2009; Imoh, 2012a). While ratifications have since risen 
– as of 2018, 171 out of 187 ILO Member States have ratified C13865 – chronological age is still 
a flawed determinant on which to base a child labour abolitionist agenda. An ILO official, who 
is, ironically, of Ghanaian origin, reflected on the importance of a ‘legal’ age in the fight against 
child labour: 
                                                 
64 Interview transcript, Head of Child Labour Unit, 27 April 2018 
65 ‘Ratifications of C138 - Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138)’ 
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:11300:0::NO:11300:P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:312
283:NO (accessed 20 December 2018) 
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In fact, without a legal age for children, in the community’s child.... being a child is 
defined by many means. Even for now, there are some people who think that once...even 
if you are twenty-five years old but you are still in your father's house, you are a child.  
[He giggles] And if you are sixteen years old or fourteen years old and you have given 
birth to a child, you are not a child you are a mother, you are a woman. So, setting a 
minimum age by law is very very important because, it helps to standardise and prevent 
the confusion of everybody having a justifiable case to make and that is why the ILO 
holds very dear to it in spite of the practical challenges it brings. 66  
 
Capitalism has, to some extent, blurred the margins between childhood and adulthood. Ekpe-
Otu (2009) argues that in sub-Saharan Africa, the transition to adulthood is being increasingly 
delayed because young people are staying in education far longer. Increasingly, the job market 
is failing to absorb the majority of secondary school and university graduates, thus forcing 
parents to financially support their children for much longer than they had traditionally. This ties 
in with the debates on socialisation in rural sub-Saharan Africa presented in Section 2.2 and 2.3, 
particularly the critiquing of the Minimum Age Convention’s focus on chronological age (a more 
in-depth analysis of the cultural perspectives of child labour is presented in Chapter 5). But the 
main point to retain here is that in the pre-colonial era, ‘independence’ was reached at a much 
earlier age, girls were wed at the first signs of puberty and boys lived in their own huts and 
foraged/hunted for their own food as early as ten years old (see e.g. Silberbauer, 1963; Rigby, 
1967; Adegoke, 2001; Munthali and Zulu, 2007). In low-income families, which invest in school 
fees with the hope that they will get returns, this prolonged dependence can have a debilitating 
impact on the household budget. Evidence of this was underscored in an interview with a 
widowed parent of six children who were currently working in ASM:  
Her for instance, she’s now schooling so when she’s done with school and has a job and 
posted [sic] to her station by government and is married then we’d see her as an adult. 
This one she’s not yet done with school, doesn’t have a trade and is still schooling so all 
these problems are still on me … when the person has a job and self-dependent that is 
when I will recognise is [sic] an adult.67  
 
                                                 
66 Interview transcript, Head of Child Labour Unit, 27 April 2018 
67 Interview transcript, parent, 17 July 2015 
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The crucial point worth noting here is that poverty can freeze the transition to adulthood, 
trapping rural households which already have limited assets further in poverty. However, the 
ILO and its supporting partners continue to overlook these dynamics under the pretext of 
standardising labour codes and practices across their member states. This was inadvertently 
underscored by one of its officials in an interview: 
People who think that because age is a social construct, ermm the issues about child 
labour and the way it is being handled is too mechanical and it doesn't work - that is a 
very dangerous presumption and I want us to be very clear on that.  It is important to 
keep standards. There are exceptions, but the exceptions cannot be the rule.  Let’s keep 
the standards, let’s seek to make that practical and let’s bring people along just like we 
are talking about formalisation and informality. Standards are critical.68 
 
Defending the practicality of the C138, when there is burgeoning scholarly evidence that 
childhood and child labour are socially constructed, is, as mentioned earlier, a smokescreen to 
dismiss frank discussions about its shortcomings.  These are, specifically, the rejection of diverse 
childhoods, and the neglecting of crucial household dynamics and cultural values that could 
potentially help to explain why child labour is so prevalent and rooted in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa. 
4.5 Conclusion 
This chapter sought to address the first objective of this thesis (‘To critically examine how the 
child labour “problem” in ASM has been diagnosed in policymaking circles and is being 
addressed in sub-Saharan Africa’).  It first looked at the historical context within which the child 
labour policies scrutinised in this thesis have emerged to determine whether this had any impact 
on the overall diagnosis of this ‘problem’.  It then proceeded to unpack how child labour has 
been diagnosed by focusing mainly on the missing narrative on child labour in ASM and the 
perceived link between child labour and poverty. Finally, it explored the ambiguous definitions 
of child labour, in particular, the emerging critique of the idea that there is a universal childhood 
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through analysis of the significance, traditionally, of work in children’s lives and recognition of 
other indicators of maturity/readiness to enter the labour market. 
The presence of children at ASM sites has presented new obstacles for a government that has 
invested most of its energy and finances into eliminating child labour in cocoa farms.  However, 
the lessons learned can be applied to the ASM sector because of the intimate link between the 
two sectors in an increasingly de-agrarianised context. Regardless of how policymakers may 
justify their approach to tackling child labour in ASM, there is little disputing that the need for 
these approaches has come about because of the negative impacts of structural adjustment, a list 
that includes mass unemployment, a burgeoning informal economy, and the introduction of user 
charges to access key services (i.e. health and education).  
The next chapter brings together the community perspectives on growing up in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa, particularly focusing on the dynamic sociocultural factors that project work as a normal 
feature of child socialisation.  
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5 ‘GROWING UP’ IN GHANA: A CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE 
ON CHILD LABOUR IN ASM 
5.1  Introduction 
This chapter is the second of three results chapters which, in combination, address the four 
specified objectives of this thesis. The analysis seeks to provide a grounded assessment of why 
young boys and girls in Ghana still work in the ASM sector, when the government has ratified 
a number of conventions and harmonised its legislative framework as demonstration of its 
commitment to eradicate child labour and its worst forms by 2030. This chapter in part addresses 
Objective 2 (‘To determine why children take up employment in ASM in rural sub-Saharan 
Africa, what type of work they engage in, and what impact, economically, their involvement has 
on the welfare of individual households’) and Objective 3 (‘To determine the extent to which 
child labour in the ASM is culturally rooted, and to highlight the implications this has for policy, 
especially Target 8.7 of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals’). 
 
To reiterate, child labour in the context of rural sub-Saharan Africa and particularly the ASM 
sector has attracted significant donor attention over the past two decades (ILO, 2005; ILO, 2013; 
UNICEF, 2015; HRW, 2015, 2013, 2011; Amnesty International, 2016). The bulk of this 
‘reporting’ has emphasised the imperativeness of removing children involved in unregulated and 
‘unsafe’ ASM spaces and place them in environments where they can get an education, have 
sufficient leisure time and engage in minimal productive labour (UNICEF, 1997).  Critiques 
already reviewed have emphasised that donor organisations and their implementation partners 
have maintained that there is a universal model of childhood that needs to be adopted globally 
to promote child welfare. But at the same time, a review of the literature has also revealed that 
the global policy framework implemented to eradicate child labour is influenced has been, and 
continues to be, shaped by Western experiences and conceptualisations of childhood.  
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Community-level interviews were conducted with children engaged in mining and their primary 
carers to survey opinions of what pushed them into ASM activities both onsite and offsite. The 
discussions that ensue will draw from their feedback and observations made while visiting the 
communities. In addition, there were some informal discussions with community members 
which were documented in a field diary. One of the central criticisms of previous child labour 
projects within ASM has been the preconceived idea that children in the sector need to be 
rescued and a reluctance to interact sufficiently with mining communities beforehand to fully 
grasp the extent of their involvement in the sector. This chapter, which contains a wide discourse 
on approaches taken to eradicate child labour, shares important perspectives which could go a 
long way toward informing the policy dialogue on children’s work in ASM in sub-Saharan 
Africa and Ghana specifically.  
 
In Chapter 4, the discourses of the agencies responsible for conceiving and implementing child 
labour policy in rural Ghana were explored. It examined the Western conceptualisation of 
childhood, how this has potentially led to gross misdiagnoses of the child labour phenomenon 
in ASM and how, consequently, this has misguided attempts made to enforce global policies in 
a local context. The present chapter builds on this analysis by sharing local perceptions of 
childhood and labour, focusing on three rural communities69 that have historical connections to 
vibrant agricultural and ASM sectors. To provide some comparative analysis, the arguments and 
views provided by adult respondents are explored alongside those of children. The voices of 
children have, in the past, been heavily supressed when it comes to ascertaining what constitutes 
the ‘right’ approaches to reduce their presence in work environments and what are in their best 
interests. 
 
The main issue which this chapter seeks to explore, is the extent to which the sociocultural 
context in sub-Saharan Africa has been taken into account in policies and programmes aimed at 
                                                 
69 Bonsawire, Kedadwen and Nsuaem 
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curbing children’s participation in ASM and encouraging full-time school attendance. The 
analyses presented in this chapter are structured along these lines.  As a starting point, Section 
5.2 shares the perspectives of parents and children vis-à-vis socialisation and work. Section 5.3 
explores the role of women in supplying child labour, and Section 5.4 reflects critically on the 
policy implications of these observations. 
 
5.2 Local perspectives on childhood and work 
Exploring local conceptualisations of childhood and work in Ghana’s ASM communities was a 
prerequisite to developing any further ideas on the situation. Outcomes of the research would be 
very different if, for instance, children worked because they were in an exploitative relationship 
as opposed to being largely driven to the sector because of household-level poverty. A selection 
of donor organisations and NGOs have captured the voices of children and their primary carers 
in the past as part of wider child labour and/or general rural livelihood programmes. However, 
it can be argued that in most cases the captured voices serve the purpose of supporting the child 
labour elimination agenda rather than to understand the roots of the problem. In an interview, an 
NGO worker explained the internal and external pressures to keep the child labour subject 
emotive: 
I think it’s like you say, there are a lot of grey areas and there’s a sliding scale, ermm 
and there’s a lot of kind of pressure whether it’s internal or external on organisations like 
the ILO and organisations like Afrikids to kind of hype up the worst side of it [child 
labour], and ermm make it clear that we’re tackling this hideous exploitation and it’s 
really dangerous situation because that simplistic way of presenting it is how you get 
donor funds, it’s how you get people from the outside to understand. In reality, of course 
it’s a much more mixed picture.70 
 
The view that childhood is a socially-constructed phenomenon which varies temporally and 
spatially (Robson, 2004) has become a focal point of international development and scholarly 
debates. The perceived ‘universal’ childhood, which stems from Western and predominantly 
middle-class constructions, has been heavily criticised over the past three decades on the grounds 
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of its champions being heavily dismissive of context (Fyfe, 1994; Niewenhuys, 1996; 
Jacquemin, 2006). As explained in Section 2.2.2 of the literature review, the UNCRC and 
subsequently, the C182, can be seen in part as responses to this criticism and the rapid ratification 
among UN and ILO member states, a telling sign that governments had begun to recognise that 
child labour is a much more nuanced phenomenon than has traditionally been diagnosed. Donor 
organisations such as the ILO have generally taken a ‘paternalistic approach’ to tackle the child 
labour problem. The implication here is that children who fall short of the ideals set in the policy 
and legislative framework are forced to change and conform to ‘universal’ models of childhood 
grounded in Western socialisation practices.  
 
After the UNCRC was adopted, many organisations started working on promoting children’s 
rights; the 1990s can probably be described as the decade of the child.  However, despite all of 
the interventions in the region implemented to address the likes of infant mortality, child 
malnutrition and access to education, work remained a key aspect of African childhoods.  Ghana 
is no exception: according to the data, an estimated 28.5 per cent of its population aged between 
five and 17 years is economically active (GSS, 2014a). The growing consensus in the literature 
(see Section 2.3.3) is that, in African societies where it is common to find children working, this 
work is not necessarily the centrepiece of an exploitative adult-child relationship.  This is rather, 
in the views of many experts, more of a product of culturally-rooted philosophies on early 
childhood socialisation and shaping children for future adult responsibilities (Agbu, 2009; 
Myers, 2001). Despite the negative rhetoric about the sector, especially towards primary carers 
who, based on contemporary parenting ideals, have been portrayed by many governments, 
NGOs and donors to have failed to safeguard children, it is important not to dismiss so swiftly 
how, in even in the direst circumstances, ‘African parents, like parents in all other societies, 
want their children to develop good character traits, to grow and become worthy, respectful and 
respectable adults and responsible citizens’ (Gyekye 1996: 85).  A fundamental starting point 
for this analysis, therefore, is local constructions of childhood and child identities. 
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5.2.1 Child labour and parental authority 
As underscored in Section 2.3, parents, as primary carers, have certain duties and responsibilities 
towards their children to ensure that they grow up in a safe environment. However, a global 
policy framework, constructed to remove young boys and girls from exploitative work 
conditions, does not seem to recognise child rearing methods that permit child labour or any 
other practices that deviate from ‘approved’ child development standards. Nonetheless, if the 
general consensus is that childhood is a socially-constructed phenomenon, it is instructive to 
explore more closely what parents in these localities understand to be a suitable age to contribute 
to household production, the role of children in the household, and whether family-heads are in 
agreement with policymakers about how they need to do much more for their children. 
 
During interviews, parents and guardians were asked to define an ‘adult’ and interestingly, the 
majority struggled to provide a direct answer. However, when the question was rephrased to ask 
how they identified a girl had become a woman or a boy, a man, it became a lot easier for the 
respondents to provide some input. During a period of reflection, the research assistant made an 
interesting observation: 
Let me chip in this I’m realising an underlying concept in our local sense there is 
something we call ‘the person is grown’. Someone is a grown up, but we don’t have an 
equivalent word for ‘adulthood’.71 
 
This aligns closely with claims made by Miescher (2007), who explains that the Akan word used 
to describe an adult is ɔpanyin which ‘stems from the expression “wanyin, [meaning that] he or 
she has grown up”’ (p. 255).  This suggests that ‘growing up’ is seen as a continuous linear 
process, which can be reached by people at different stages, and does not necessarily need to be 
validated by a birth certificate (Van Der Geest, 2002). The transition to adulthood has 
historically been observed through a series of puberty initiation rites, which, for girls, come at 
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the first signs of menstruation and for boys, after demonstrating physical strength and 
responsibility (see Fourie, 1966; Kaye 1962). While the ‘ideal’ childhood is considered to be a 
period of dependency and irresponsibility, in rural sub-Saharan Africa this is not the case entirely 
(Ekpe-Otu, 2009; Bourdillon, 2006). This calls into question both the donor policy framework’s 
assumption that ‘there is a model of childhood development that is universally applicable’ 
(Imoh, 2012a: 26) and the validity of large-scale projects which screen potential beneficiaries 
based on their chronological age. 
 
Based on the responses from parents and personal observations, it appears that the transition to 
adulthood is highly gendered. Girls transitioned to adulthood earlier than boys because of the 
onset of menarche (menstruation).  Physical body changes, therefore, signalled readiness for 
childbirth and thus demonstrated that a girl was ‘grown’: 
Researcher: So, when does a girl become a woman? 
Parent: When they give birth, we say she’s an adult. Normally, in the community as 
soon as a girl gives birth, everybody thinks that she’s grown that is why she’s done what 
adults do.  
Researcher: So, if you give birth at 14 you are a woman? 
Parent: If such a girl refuses to go to school and gives birth, we recognise her as an 
adult.72 
 
For boys, puberty or sexual activity did not necessarily ‘upgrade’ them to adulthood. This was 
rather defined by their ability to provide for their family. Schildkrout (1982) provides an 
excellent summary of boys’ transition to adulthood in a traditional Northern Nigerian 
community: 
For boys, the transition to adulthood depends on economic productivity as well as 
reproductive capacity. Even where a boy’s economic activity is tied into a family 
enterprise, as was the case in traditional agriculture, the boy is expected to be 
economically productive before being eligible for marriage. Young men therefore marry 
in their twenties or thirties, while the more affluent marry earlier. [p. 58-59]. 
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Similarly, in ASM, the roles children perform (see Table 5.1) follow existing gender-based 
division of labour patterns and also reflect their low social status (Kielland and Tovo, 2006). 
The most popular activity is head-loading, and that it is mainly performed by girls and women, 
with the exception of a few boys. In ASM, girls and women are hired to carry loads of ore to the 
crushing zone over distances of up to 500 metres, which often involves traversing some rough, 
slippery and steep terrain. Here, a 17-year-old girl talks about her experience with head-loading: 
Researcher: How long is the distance between where you are filling the pan and where 
you are taking it to? 
Girl 1: It depends on where the machine is. Sometimes it is not far from the load, when 
it happens like that the owner can tell you to make 40 trips. If the machine is far then you 
do 35. 
Researcher: How big is the pan? 
Girl 1: Very small 
Researcher: But how heavy is it? 
Girl 1: Yes  
Researcher: Very heavy? 
Girl 1: Yes 
Researcher: So how did you learn to carry the load? So, the very first day you just knew 
how to? 
Girl 1: It is like fetching water at home.73 
 
The comparison with fetching water, a task which the researcher observed children as young as 
five years old undertaking, underscores the level of familiarity children have with head loading 
from an early age (Kielland and Tovo 2006). 
 
Table 5.1 List of activities performed by children 
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No. Activity Boys Girls 
1.  Head loading 4 11 
2.  Loko boy/ Chiseller 3 - 
3.  Ore selector 1 - 
4.  Machine loader 4 - 
5.  Crusher 1 - 
6.  Washing 3 - 
7.  Blanket washer 1 - 
8.  Cleaner 1 - 
9.  Petty trade - 1 
Total 18 12 
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Studies (e.g. Fisher, 2006; UNICEF and WHO, 2015; Graham et al., 2016) have shown that 
water collection in sub-Saharan Africa is primarily an adult female and girl activity, and that the 
average distance for each collection trip is approximately 6 km. By adolescence, most children 
in these communities can already balance heavy loads on their heads such as cans of water, 
firewood, farm produce and items they are hawking in the neighbourhood. Consistent with this 
body of analysis, a parent, in response to a question about whether she had any safety concerns 
for her children at the ASM site, said, ‘oh! It’s just sand they are carrying, they put the sand in 
pans, and they carry it’.74  The main concern in the community is the level of poverty that forces 
children to have to work in a ‘taboo’ sector in the first place, not that adults have allowed child 
labour to occur. To the majority of parents, supplying child labour is the most logical means for 
dealing with household income shocks, especially given that they have no welfare system to fall 
back on.  
 
But despite these embedded cultural norms, chronological age was still the most-cited indicator 
for marking a child’s transition to adulthood. However, age was regarded in a completely 
different manner, as revealed from excerpts from these two separate interviews: 
Researcher:  What is a child then? When does a child become an adult? 
Parent: It depends on you the parent. If the child will be adult then you are 18 years at 
least Ghana and they say you are matured, but in my hands even when you turn 18 you 
are not matured yet. Because by 17 you are done with JSS if indeed he’ll continue 18 
years you are in secondary school how can such a person be matured. So, for the child 
to be mature you the parent has to take care of him till he gets a better position. 
Researcher: So then in your opinion when does he become matured? 
Parent: like when he’s 17 he gets 3 years of secondary education he’s 20 years plus 3 
years of perhaps starts nursing training that makes it 23 years. At that age where he’ll 
receive salary and realize that ‘I have money and independent’. It will be up to the child 
then to tell you that he’s independent now, so I want to rent say a single room. That is 
the time that the child can be recognised as an adult.75 
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For this parent, there are three main factors to take into consideration when deciding if a child 
is mature: 1) the completion of secondary school and not just the recommended ‘compulsory’ 
years (up to JSS 3); 2) the completion of post-secondary education, either at university or a 
training college (nursing, teaching, etc.); and 3) acquiring a salaried job. Thus, while 
chronological age was used to indicate stages of maturity, these stages were more aligned with 
traditional views that considered a person mature, only once they had demonstrated the ability 
to be financially independent, to provide and to secure their own accommodation. In this second 
interview, similar views were echoed: 
 
Chief: I don’t want the child to do extra work that the child cannot do because I’m the 
father, I’m supposed to work so that I can take care of them. They shouldn’t work hard, 
so child labour I don’t like it. 
Researcher: So, do you think it becomes any easier for somebody who is eighteen years 
old? 
Chief: 18 years old? I have 18-year olds [children]. You are still in school. In Ghana 
here, we say 18 years you are matured but I have 20 something years they are still with 
me here because they are in school and so far, as they don’t have any work to do … they 
haven’t completed school, they don’t have work why should you allow them to go to 
galamsey? You have to take care of them. They should be in school and they should 
complete their school. I have three children who have just finished junior secondary 
school and they are here. Galamsey? They say, ‘we want to work dada, we want to go to 
school so we can make some money’ I tell them ‘ok’. Come this evening, I was asking 
them ‘what kind of work do you want to do?’ 
Researcher: (interrupts) You asked them ... sorry. 
Chief: ‘What type of work? Do you want to go to galamsey?’ ‘No no dada, we don’t 
want to go to galamsey.’ ‘So, what type of work do you want to do?’ The idea is good 
they want to do petty petty things so that they can earn small money, so that when the 
results come, I can add small so that they can go to school, so that they can buy one or 
two things; but I won’t allow them to go to galamsey.76 
 
From the two exchanges above, it seems that respondents did not agree with the suggested legal 
age of majority in Ghana, which is 18 years. There was a clear rejection of policies that define 
an adult as a person who is 18 years old or above, especially in contexts in which governments 
have done little to support families going through economic hardship. It is also crucial to note 
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here that in opposing child labour in ASM, it is not just about the ‘hard work’ that is presumably 
not suitable for children.  It is also the potential loss of parental authority when a child gains 
financial independence prematurely.  
 
In sub-Saharan Africa, hierarchy within kinship networks is very important and respecting 
parents and elders is one of the most fundamental duties of children (Imoh, 2012b). This helps 
to explain why, for example, the chief supports the idea of his children engaging in ‘petty petty’ 
jobs but not ASM. Working for pocket money, rather than an income still permits the head of 
the household to fulfil his traditional duty of providing for his children – the true essence of 
being ‘grown’.  
 
Parents found that they were gradually losing authority over their children’s decisions to enter 
the labour market. One father who had reportedly recently found a job after two years of 
unemployment during which he spent helping his wife with her food business explained why his 
14-year-old son worked at the local sump in an interview: 
Researcher: Do you know if he uses mercury when he’s doing the work? 
Father: Yes, because mercury is part of the work 
Researcher: Do you know it is dangerous? 
Father: I know 
Researcher: So why do you allow your son to do the work when you know that the work 
is dangerous? 
Father: that is why I was saying that if things are well, I wouldn’t allow my son to do 
that. I never attended school, my coming to this town it was someone who brought me 
here, my senior brother. We came to farm and he booted me out of the project that is 
why I stayed two years without a job. When he did that things became difficult but before 
then I didn’t allow him [son] to go. I want my children to also go to school so that in 
future they wouldn’t have to struggle. But when things changed the child comes from 
school and requests something; if you don’t get it; he has no option other than going 
there.77 
 
There are a few points to consider here that can help to shed light on the conflict between 
traditional and modern social norms, which have impacted the household supply of child labour. 
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Donor reports on child labour have been quick to condemn culture as one of the main 
obstructions to its complete eradication. Again, this places the blame on custodians of century-
old culture and tradition, while grossly overlooking the role European institutions have played 
in ‘creating’ child labour.  
 
The ‘Scramble for Africa’ in the nineteenth century as well as the presence of Christian 
missionaries had a major influence on the traditions and work ethic of indigenous African society 
(Kielland and Tovo 2006). Rwezaura (1994) highlights this point very clearly: 
The monetization of these economies had its impact on social relations as well. For 
example, kinship ties which had provided the framework for production and distribution 
of essential goods and services weakened as individuals began to produce for the world 
market and others migrated into urban centres for wage employment … In this process 
of change, Christian missions also played a crucial role in promoting individualist ideas. 
Marriage was defined as a union of one man and one woman and the nuclear family was 
projected as the ideal type (p. 93). 
 
Globalisation has thrown rural families into turmoil, and in the process, children have been 
forced to experience the worst of both worlds: poverty, because their parents cannot penetrate 
the waged labour market, and child labour because ‘most African governments have continued 
to depend upon families to make provisions for their own children’ (Rwezaura 1994: 101).  
 
In the past, children would have been introduced to work early because they benefited from, and 
would end up contributing to, the small subsistence unit they belonged to. Today, children have 
additional responsibilities: not only are they expected to contribute to their subsistence unit, 
which benefits them and their household over the short-term, but they are also expected, 
according to the international conventions (UNCRC, C138 and C182) ratified by their 
governments, to attend school in order to contribute to the country’s economic growth later. 
According to Okali (1983), the latter, which is a more individualistic approach to society, can 
only work if the population has a direct connection to political and economic agencies. The main 
issue, however, is that most people in rural sub-Saharan Africa still lack access to basic services 
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such as clean water, sanitation facilities and healthcare and most governments in the region do 
not have adequate social protection floors.  
 
The only way families which are trapped in poverty know how to survive in a non-welfare state 
is to mould a life for themselves in the informal sector and hold on to the traditional model of a 
subsistence economy, where the household is the main unit of production (Ekpe-Otu, 2009). In 
sum, while the parental decision to supply child labour is influenced by both economic and 
sociocultural factors, it should be noted that it is not always ‘the result of a deliberate decision 
on the part of adults [but rather] the outcome of a socialisation strategy adapted to a way of life 
and to the functioning of other social institutions’ (Bekombo, 1981: 118-19).  
 
Individual households provide for and support their own families in the face of illness, job loss, 
death and divorce, circumstances which, in a welfare state, would be recognised as indicators of 
vulnerability. This explains why enforcing certain policies in traditional societies can prove to 
be extremely complex. In short, parents are being asked to provide donor organisations and 
government agencies with the license to dismantle traditional models of child rearing that have 
assured their survival to now, in return for the promise of an ‘ideal’ childhood that may not 
necessarily fit the rural lifestyle (Zyck, 2011; Imoh, 2012). 
5.2.2 Child labour in Ghana’s ASM communities: A child’s perspective 
While speaking with children, it quickly became apparent that they were, as mentioned in 
Section 5.2.1, stuck in a limbo. Contrary to donor reports that paint children in developing 
contexts as vulnerable and helpless, most of the children involved in this study knew, to some 
extent, about ‘child labour’ and what the law prohibited. Most of the community leaders 
involved in this study, as well as some of the teachers at schools, openly admitted to discussing 
child rights issues to community members, both on their own accord and when supported by 
external parties such as local government or NGOs. However, because of poverty, there was a 
wide gap between knowledge and action. Most of the children included in this study worked 
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because their households were experiencing a deficiency in financial income. The following 
exchange between the researcher and two girls and a boy provides a general overview of how 
child labour is conceptualised by adults and children alike in the communities:  
Researcher: What is child labour? 
Girl 1: A child who does a difficult work … (Girl 2: interrupts) to take care of 
him/herself, who is not yet 18 years.  
Researcher: So, what about going to the farm is that child labour? 
Girl 2: No that’s not child labour. But if you are not 18 years but sell sachet water at the 
site or by the road side or even you fetch water with a big basin that is child labour. Also, 
when the child sells bread and meat pie by the road side it’s child labour. Also, some of 
the children have to sell before they go to school.  
Researcher: So, the farm is not child labour? 
Girl 1: As for that one because you go to help your parents it’s not child labour. 
Girl 2: Even with that one if you go and they make you do hard work it is child labour. 
And when you are made to carry heavy load that one is also child labour. 
Researcher: Why is going to farm not child labour but going to the site is? 
Boy: You won’t carry heavy things at the farm but for the site the load is loaded for you 
and it is heavy.78 
 
Child labour was understood purely from the perspective of performing ‘difficult’ work and 
selling items outside the domestic sphere. Anything else that did not exert extreme physical 
strain or remove them from their domestic environment was considered as ‘helping parents’. It 
is important to reiterate here that from an early age, children in rural sub-Saharan Africa are 
introduced to activities that require physical strength, so their idea of ‘heavy’ or strenuous may 
not necessarily meet the recommended weight limits for safe manual lifting, for their age group. 
Thus, their idea of an ‘ideal childhood’ may still deviate from the standards outlined in the policy 
framework.  
 
 A 17 year-old-girl interviewed in Bonsawire offered what could be considered to be a fairly 
representative view of most of the children who took part in this research study.  The girl 
explained that ‘We don’t have to work to take care of ourselves but because of poverty we are 
compelled’. Two other boys expressed similar views. The first, a 14-year-old, who was 
                                                 
78 Interview transcript, Group of Children, 27 June 2015 
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interviewed at the local primary school in Nsuaem, said: ‘sometimes our father doesn’t have 
money, so you have to do it. But some of them have left their parents and are doing the work on 
their own. But for some it is genuine their parents don’t have the money’. In Kedadwen, a loco 
boy who claimed to have quit school two years before explained that children did not have to 
assume ‘adult’ responsibilities at an early age but that it was rather all dependent on ‘whether 
the parents have money to provide for the children until the time they are well grown to be on 
their own. However, most of the time it doesn’t work like that’. The intuitive explanation for 
these views is that through their exposure to a Western education curriculum, children had been 
introduced to the concept of child rights, a discourse that provides for them and dictates which 
spaces they do not belong to.  But in a non-welfarist system, poverty has left these children with 
little choice but to work to support themselves and their respective households.   
 
Boys are more likely to engage in more physically-exerting and ‘technical’ jobs such as loading 
the Changfa79 machine, washing and amalgamating gold, and deep shaft mining (Table 5.1).  
These were generally areas in which women and girls did not work because they were believed 
to require male strength and it is generally a taboo for women to go underground because their 
presence supposedly brings bad luck (Heemskerk, 2005; Teschner, 2012). The dangers 
associated with deep shaft mining have been widely documented in grey literature,80 and this 
conversation with a 17-year-old, who works as a loco boy, illustrates this clearly:  
Researcher: How would you describe the work you are doing? 
Boy: The work is good but there is a bad side as well 
Researcher:  Which makes it good and bad? 
Boy: Sometimes when you descend into the pit and you are not careful you can slip and 
fall to the bottom 
Research Assistant (RA): Then what makes it good? 
Boy:  It gives me money for school 
Researcher: So how do you protect yourself from falling into the pit? 
Boy: Sometimes they create a cage which takes you down 
Researcher: How do you get down? 
                                                 
79 This is a machine commonly found on ASM sites. It crushes gold-bearing ore into a powder, which is then sent 
off for washing 
80 ‘Three illegal miners die in galamsey pit at Bekwai’ http://citifmonline.com/2018/04/01/three-illegal-miners-
die-galamsey-pit-bekwai/ (accessed 24 November 2018) 
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Boy: They have created it with steps, so you put your feet in and then you descend down 
RA: He maintains that once you are able to endure all that then rest assured, you’ll get 
money. 
Researcher: Okay once you are able to get over the danger and risks then you get money. 
RA: Do you like it? 
Boy: No, I don’t 
RA: Then why don’t you stop? 
Boy: I can’t. I don’t have that option.81 
 
In addition to highlighting the dangers associated with deep shaft mining, this exchange also 
challenges the idea that childhood is a period of complete dependency on adults. What was rather 
interesting as well with regards to boys, especially those working as chisellers or loco boys in 
deep shaft mines, is that they seldom sought parental permission to go and work there.  
 
Interestingly, few children showed any sign of disdain towards their parents for putting them in 
these difficult situations.  The following excerpt about whether they felt exploited by their 
parents was fairly representative of the responses that children provided in all of the communities 
visited: 
Researcher: Do you feel you are being exploited? 
Girl: No, and even if they are exploiting us there is nothing we can do because we want 
a better future. 
Researcher: But do you feel you are being exploited. 
Girl: No, but if we don’t go, we would rather starve. 
Researcher: Do you think your parents know the danger at the site? If they had any 
other way do you think they would allow you to go, there? 
Girl: No, they wouldn’t do that.82  
 
Reinforcing points raised in Section 2.3, most parents consulted indicated that they want the best 
for their children. This was perhaps best exemplified by the mother who claimed to have used a 
loan she borrowed to invest in her petty trade business to fulfil her daughter’s desire to complete 
her education, and the many other parents interviewed who made sacrifices to send at least one 
child to a private school to increase their chances for success. However, from a different 
perspective, this can simultaneously be interpreted as the cultural expectations for children not 
                                                 
81 Interview transcript, boy, 11 July 2015 
82 Interview transcript, Girl, 27 June 2015 
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to question adult decisions. Kaye (1962) corroborates this view perfectly in his anthropological 
analysis of child rearing in Ghana, reporting that ‘Formerly, and still today in illiterate homes, 
children dare not say that their fathers have wronged them, and there is no open argument or 
disagreement’ (p. 145). Nevertheless, all of the households visited exhibited clear signs of 
extreme economic vulnerability, but none had ever received any financial assistance from the 
government or directly benefited from any livelihood assistance programmes, except for one 
family whose daughter was, at the time of interviewing, being sponsored by an NGO until she 
finished JSS. 
 
Remarkably, most children exhibited a sense of pride in the work they were carrying out and 
what it helped them to achieve: 
Before we went to the site, we could not pay for things in school but since we started we 
were able to pay for things like printing fees, PTA (Parent Teacher Association) dues 
and even clothing. I’m also able to give some money to my mother for safe keeping.83 
 
Furthermore, despite being limited by their household’s poverty, most were often able to 
exercise their agency in unique ways, even though this meant that they would often suffer the 
consequences physically. Two 17-year-olds who were interviewed together were illustrative 
examples of how, at times, the physical strain associated with work they undertake is a result of 
their own self-exploitation. That means that children can make the decision to stretch themselves 
beyond what their young bodies are capable of.  This is done in a bid to earn a certain amount 
of money which enables them to maximise their agency elsewhere, such as ‘buying’ themselves 
more time in education for the purpose of achieving more for themselves and their families in 
the future.  
Sometimes I make five rounds [head loading]. When I think the five is small then I force 
to go six or seven when I have more strength. (Girl) 
 
Sometimes when I work a day shift, I get 15 cedis, so for day and night it’s 24 cedis. 
Apart from the breaking day, if I go to the site on Wednesday I don’t return until the next 
                                                 
83 Interview transcript, Girl, 29 June 2015 
 
164  
  
Monday. But if you can work on the site throughout the whole week you get 150 cedis. 
(Boy) 84 
 
Furthermore, most of the children saved the money they earned through their parents, or older 
siblings, except for one who claimed to have saved through a banking institution. This reduced 
their temptation to spend it all at once, and they withdrew the money as and when it became 
necessary. The one who saved in a bank said he planned to use the money to further his education 
once he finished high school. These are all examples of how children exercise their agency 
within the confines of an unfavourable environment.  Moreover, as is the case with children 
everywhere, their desire is to grow up to become good citizens who contribute to their country’s 
development.   
 
At the same time, these children are not oblivious to the dangers associated with galamsey; nor 
can they afford to be spectators of their households’ struggles. It can be argued that children are 
forced to exercise their agency because their parents are unable to fulfil their ‘legal’ duties and 
responsibilities, as outlined in the UNCRC and the Ghana Children’s Act 1998 (Act 560), or at 
least, be able to do what is in the best interest of their children. They are often willing to take 
risks and negotiate their entry into spaces not reserved for children, if this helps to reduce the 
burden on parents.  
 
Gathering this type of information from children goes a long way toward challenging 
assumptions made by policymakers about child labour in ASM, with a potentially contrasting 
discourse. It is also important to highlight here that the child’s cultural environment and the 
work in which he or she engages are not mutually exclusive. Thus, using terminology such as 
the Worst Forms of Child Labour results in any positive benefits that children derive from the 
work they do being undermined and, their voices and agency being suppressed (Grier, 2004). 
This is why, Bourdillon (2006) explains, ‘rather than dichotomizing work from school, work 
                                                 
84 Interview transcript, Girl and Boy, 29 June 2015 
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from play, children from adults, we should see the work of children as activities that satisfy 
particular needs’ (p. 1206).85 
 
5.3 Women and child labour 
Section 2.3.1 described to some extent the role children play in empowering women financially 
in the aftermath of post-structural adjustment economic crises. As the interviewing phase 
progressed, the role of the African woman became increasingly apparent, not only because she 
was easily seen sitting outside her front door washing laundry whilst simultaneously nursing an 
infant and roasting yam to sell to passers-by but because, through the discussions with her she 
implied that ‘when the household becomes worse off, much more of the burden tends to fall on 
[her because she has] to ensure the family’s food and carry out the most burdensome tasks’ 
(Tadesse, 1984: 15). Since children belong to the women’s sphere (Kaye, 1962; Kielland and 
Tovo 2006), analysing their relationship can go a long way towards explaining why rural 
women’s economic poverty has an impact on children’s involvement in ASM.  
 
While in sub-Saharan Africa, the link between women and poverty, powerlessness and high 
fertility have featured in several development debates, few studies have attempted to explore 
how they exercise their agency within these confines. In Northern Nigeria, for example, where 
religion governs child-bearing women’s spaces through a practice called purdah (seclusion), 
children are used as a medium to earn an income (Schildkrout, 1982; Bass 2004; Hill, 1970). In 
fact, Kielland and Tovo (2006) argue that in some African countries, women choose particular 
trades, having already accounted for their children’s labour. A parent who was a head loader at 
a local mine site explained why her 14-year-old son sold kebabs on the road side: 
Researcher: and when he’s working, is he working for you to increase your salary or 
for himself? 
Parent: He’s helping me and helping himself at the same time.86 
 
                                                 
85 Refer to Figure 4.1 for an illustrative example 
86 Interview transcript, Parent, 29 June 2015 
166  
  
During the interview she claimed that her children were only allowed to go to the site during 
vacations because the work was ‘tiring’. However, since she was unable to free herself during 
the week, her son sold kebabs she prepared by the ‘roadside’. This increased her income, which 
led to her son gaining access to books and footwear whenever they were needed.  
 
Another illustrative example of the ‘extension’ role children play for their mothers is captured 
in the following excerpts from interviews with two girls, aged 14 and 12, who were sent out to 
hawk cocoa drinks and bread around the town while their mother stayed at home: 
Research Assistant: I would have thought your wife would have gone to sell instead of 
the girls? 
Father: Yeah, but today is Saturday that is why I allowed them. 
Mother: And also because of the credit I sell as well as the credit transfer [for mobile 
phones], I need to always stay around.87 
 
 
As shown above, children sometimes free their mothers to perform jobs which require adult 
skills.  
 
However, the woman’s low rank in the social hierarchy does not mean that she is incapable of 
using her own children to pursue her own interests.  As Kielland and Tovo (2006) note, ‘it is 
important to remember that the interests of women and children don’t always overlap … On the 
contrary, the interests of children may even be in conflict with those of their mother’ (p. 30). A 
key interest for children, as outlined specifically in C138, C182 and UNCRC, is access to a free 
basic education but this can come into conflict with their mothers’ interests. Since full-time 
employment in the non-farm informal economy does not necessarily guarantee financial 
independence, children’s input can make a significant difference on women who aspire to be 
financially independent from their husbands: that is, to have full control of the domestic sphere. 
This can be achieved in multiple ways, including providing childcare to younger siblings, 
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performing house chores or assisting with whatever income-generating activity women are 
involved in.  
 
Where children are permitted to go to school, the outcome is usually negative because their 
school attendance does not necessarily guarantee a reduction in their productive labour. Most 
children mentioned that pounding fufu,88 hawking in the neighbourhood or running errands was 
the first thing they did when they arrived home, after school. Some children reported that they 
did not go to sleep until after 11 PM because they were assisting their mothers with night-time 
trading. In addition, some chores, such as preparing the family breakfast or fetching water, has 
to be done before they leave for school, which not only has an impact on their school attendance, 
but significantly reduces their study time. 
 
Another reason why the position of women is so crucial to understanding the drivers of child 
labour has to do with where most of the income children work for goes and where they exert 
most of their energy. According to Kielland and Tovo (2006), ‘the type of work children do 
reflects the basic needs and demand structures of African countries. The most fundamental 
necessities are, of course, food and water’ (p. 53). While the discussion here focuses on 
children’s engagement in ASM specifically, the reason why this particular observation is 
important goes back to the question of why children enter the sector. The children consulted 
during this research revealed that the majority of their income was used for chop (eating). In 
other words, food insecurity was one of the most-cited reasons given by children and parents for 
supplying child labour, and in fact, it was also a main reason for missing school. Berlan (2013) 
in her study of children’s labour in cocoa production in Ghana corroborated this view: 
From the perspective of the children, their decision to work in cocoa was influenced by 
factors such as malnutrition, whether food was available on the farm and/or in school, 
having a poor educational environment and limited support for education at home, 
teacher absenteeism, and corporal punishment in school, among other factors (p.1095) 
                                                 
88 A staple food in Ghana.  It is a dough made from pounding boiled cassava, plantain or yam using a pestle and 
mortar. 
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In response to a question asking whether she considered the work she undertook at the mine site 
as exploitation, a 17-year-old girl who had just finished JSS responded, ‘No, but if we don’t go, 
we would rather starve’.89  From a parental perspective, the burden of feeding multiple children 
can be overwhelming, and often, the income is used entirely on food. This widowed mother of 
six provided insight on her own experience: 
At the moment I try to do the head loading so if I make like 10 cedis we buy fish and 
other ingredients like salt and Maggi cube and I also go to the farm to bring home cassava 
and that is what we use for a week. So, after a week I go to do the head loading and make 
some money to go through the same cycle again. That is how I’ve been taking care of 
them.90 
 
 
She also shared details on some of the difficult decisions she sometimes has to make because of 
her current financial situation: 
I’ve even told [my daughter] I can’t continue her education; when they are going to 
school, I even don’t have money to cook or give them before they go to school. She 
doesn’t eat in the morning before she goes to school unless she comes back from school 
and we all eat in the evening. The last born attends a school established by GREL [Ghana 
Rubber Estate Limited] and when he’s going to school and I have 50 pesewas I give him, 
if I don’t, he goes raw. 91 
 
It was observed that most households sold some type of food or beverage, whether it was fried 
donuts, sachet water, porridge or boiled eggs, and at night, bus stations bustled with food traders 
offering full meals of beans, rice, fried plantains and meat stews. In these communities, food 
acquisition outside of the traditional subsistence farming realm played a big part, especially due 
to the mushrooming of the informal sector, which contributed to the reduction in the amount of 
time women could spend on meal preparation in their own homes.  
 
Given how food constituted the biggest expenditure for rural households, confirmed by studies 
(FAO, 2011) which have shown that women are primarily responsible for children’s nutrition, 
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interventions that aim to remove children from hazardous work environments need to focus on 
understanding who influences the decision to send children to the informal economy, and 
whether this decision is made directly or indirectly. An NGO worker provided views on why it 
was important to focus on women in child labour interventions, if they are to be sustainable:  
The women … me I always say the women, if you give money to a woman even if she 
embezzles it, she misuses it everybody benefits in the family, it will end up in the soup 
anyway. So, if you can blow the capacity of the women in farming together with the 
awareness because they know the value of education for their children.92 
 
This also suggests that interventions aimed at eradicating child labour should not seek to 
undermine traditional adult-child relationships, a point stressed in the literature review. Again, 
African parents, much like any other parents, want the best for their children.  The onus, 
therefore, is on donor institutions and the architects of the legal policy framework to support a 
process that empowers parents to support their children rather than encourage dependency.  
 
5.4 Policy implications 
As explained in Chapter 3, donor institutions, their implementing partners and civil servants feel 
as though the contemporary child labour phenomenon is more of an indication of the ignorant 
attitudes of ‘illiterate’ and ‘irresponsible’ parents than limitations in their understanding of the 
complexity of growing up in rural sub-Saharan Africa, trapped in a vicious poverty cycle. This 
position was confirmed during interactions with ILO and governmental officials. An ILO officer, 
for instance, failed to understand how a parent could not sell assets to pay for a child’s education: 
I mean, in the North of Ghana for example and I am sure many other places they have 
families that have huge number of cattle but are considered to be poor; their children are 
not going to school but if they sell one cow, they could get a lot of money to take care of 
the child but they prefer to keep the cattle rather than to keep the children to the 
University level. They would look for a government program that would give them free 
education and if that is not there, they won't sell their cow. So even the concept of poverty 
is very much affected by socio-cultural belief. The child will have a lot of cows by the 
time he's grown up and very little education and they don't think there is a problem with 
that. After all you go to school to make money, and if you have the money from the start 
why not?93 
                                                 
92 Interview transcript, NGO worker, 6 February 2015 
93 Interview transcript, ILO officer, 27 April 2018 
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Similarly, a government official expressed her lack of comprehension over situations where 
parents gave children away when economic circumstances become dire: 
You know some parents, they give birth to so many children and then when they see that 
they are unable to take care of them they try to give some out, a child can be sick and 
they will decide that they will give the healthy one out and get some money to take care 
of the sick.94 
 
Ultimately, their problem was not that what they were already doing was ineffective, but rather 
that they did not have enough resources to expand their reach. However, as demonstrated by the 
examples shared in previous sections of this chapter, child labour was also a problem in 
households with literate parents.  Moreover, as stressed throughout this thesis, the ASM sector, 
due to its low barriers to entry, has attracted a wide range of people, including university 
graduates, former mining engineers and civil servants. While each person has different reasons 
for entering the sector, what is clear from the literature is that everyone feels they need the 
income it generates to survive.  
 
These observations reiterate a point made in the literature review: that the policy framework in 
place to eradicate child labour does not take into account the realities of children in rural sub-
Saharan Africa, where transition to adulthood is much more complex phenomenon than officials 
at the ILO and partner organisations have diagnosed, which are guided by a series of behaviours. 
It is also clear that there is a distinct contrast between what the individuals engaged in the sector 
claim to have pushed them into this line of work and what institutional observers believe to be 
the main cause.  
 
Thus, while it is important to have standards, as highlighted by the ILO official, it is also 
important to recognise how those who are prone to child labour – i.e. children from low-income 
households – can be harmed by policies whose intention is to protect them. The ‘ideal’ childhood 
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outlined in the UNCRC and C182 respectively, based on the examples presented in this chapter, 
are only applicable to households that are not vulnerable to income shocks and food insecurity. 
Where access to basic needs such as food and shelter have not been met, child labour, in the eyes 
of the community, is justifiable. This is not to say it should be tolerated or accepted; it simply 
means that securing a livelihood is often far more important than satisfying the well-intentioned 
demands of a policy that was designed with a context in mind but which, consequently, is far 
removed from the realities on the ground.  
 
It is also important to reiterate here that these children did not consider themselves to have lacked 
a childhood, contrary to the policy discourse on child labour. They also have dreams of one day 
becoming inter alia, pilots, teachers, nurses, police officers, footballers, singers, actors and 
metallurgists.  But unlike children in places far away, they understood that their journey to 
success would be paved only by enduring hardship. 
 
5.5 The parental perspective 
This section of the chapter begins by offering a parental perspective on recent trends in school 
enrolment and truancy in ASM communities. The policy framework recognises parents as the 
primary carers responsible for determining their children’s best interests, particularly their right 
to an education and not to be exploited for financial gain. 
The common perception shared by parents in this study was largely negative. They have been 
made to shoulder the responsibility of navigating their way out of poverty that is caused in part 
by the institutions that claim to be working hard to save them. The section explores the intra-
household allocation, the link between parental illiteracy and their children’s education, and 
finally, the hierarchy of authority within traditional kinship networks. 
It is important to highlight here that the majority of the primary carers consulted during this 
research were women – that is mothers, grandmothers and aunts. Only two fathers were 
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consulted, and both had their wives present. The importance of this observation becomes much 
clearer during the data analysis process.  
5.5.1 Unequal intra-household allocation 
There are few empirical studies that examine how households allocate resources among their 
members. It was argued in the literature that education is one of the most important resources 
rural families have to factor into their daily household allocation. This section, therefore, 
explores the challenges surrounding prioritising education. The literature review presented one 
of the most popular family economics models conceived: the household production network 
which, Becker (1993) explains, is premised upon the idea that parents make the decisions 
concerning schooling and work, and that they are altruistic and always consider their own as 
well as their children’s welfare. This model also assumes that ‘all resources are pooled and then 
reallocated according to some common rule’ (Thomas, 1990: 636) 
 
From an early point, it became clear that the African household followed a more traditional 
kinship model, specifically a setup in which ‘persons were embedded in relations of dependence 
that appear to override their authentic desires and hamper their prospects of self-mastery’ 
(Hickel, 2014: 1359). In these contexts, there was no rigorous separation between the needs of 
parents and those of children. This is why in a situation where a cost had to be sacrificed to keep 
the household afloat, education was often the first casualty. Parents still hoped that what they 
were teaching their children would serve them in their future. The adult-child relationship, 
therefore, was not one-sided: parents also had expectations from their children, which they 
started to train them to perform from an early age.  
 
This was epitomized by the experiences of a mother of six in Bonsawire who recounted how she 
stopped her porridge-selling business when she ran out of capital. To offset this income shock, 
she ‘branched’ into ASM as a head-loader at the local site, bringing along her daughter, who 
was 10-years old at the time of interviewing.  Due to her hectic work schedule, the family cocoa 
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farm has received little attention, further impairing her ability to improve upon her personal 
economic situation. Not only does this demonstrate how farming and ASM activities dovetail 
one another but as will be explained, it also contradicts the view that parents do not place value 
on education. Furthermore, as demonstrated in this short exchange with the same parent, 
bringing a child to the mine site was usually a last resort, and being called a ‘bad’ or 
‘irresponsible’ parent had little impact on the child’s opinions. Since the income was desperately 
needed, parents hoped the arduous labour would teach their children to endure the pain, a crucial 
skill in rural sub-Saharan Africa: 
 
Researcher: And what do you think about the work she does? 
Mother: It pains me because sometimes she tells me she has inner pains and I tell her 
we don’t have any option but to do it. 
Researcher: So, do you think you are a good parent? 
Mother: I’m not but there is nothing I can do about it. 
Researcher: Why do you say you are not a good parent? 
Mother: because the child is supposed to go to school and remain in the house, but life 
is difficult for me that is why I bring her here.95 
 
An 11-year-old girl who engaged in galamsey in order to generate money to cover the cost of 
school text books said that it annoyed her that she sometimes had to endure her classmate’s 
bullying in order to continue having the privilege of borrowing her textbook every time the class 
was ssigned homework. In response to why her father was not paying for her books, her mother 
said, ‘I can’t force him to do anything, but for him he’s decided not to engage in the galamsey 
because of the fear of the pit caving in so I don’t force him so the little I get we spend it together’. 
While men had the choice to quit ‘difficult’ or ‘dangerous’ work, the women, who in traditional 
Ghanaian societies, are responsible for feeding the household using crops produced on their 
subsistence farms, must do whatever it takes to keep things afloat. Poverty, it appears, was not 
reason enough for traditional gender roles to be reversed; women could not ask men to 
emasculate themselves for the sake of school fees.            
 
                                                 
95 Interview transcript, Parent, 24 June 2015 
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The above scenario provided some clues on the distribution of power within the household, 
within which a child was more likely to derive the most benefits.  Interestingly, even in situations 
where the man did not work, either due to unemployment or retirement, he was still considered 
the head of the household. This can perhaps explain why teachers made a point to highlight the 
invisibility of men in the community during interviews. As one explained, very bluntly, ‘You 
don’t often see the fathers. They don’t even exist’. It was common for mothers in these 
communities to have had children with two or more partners. Based on the conversations with 
these women, this had a serious impact on the intra-household allocation of resources and 
heavily influenced whether a child would end up at the local sump or ASM site. A new husband 
could refuse to take responsibility for another man’s children, while conversely a ‘responsible’ 
ex-husband could continue to contribute towards his children’s education while the mother 
struggled to make ends meet for the children in her current marriage. In her ethnographic 
fieldwork in the cocoa producing region of Ashanti Berlan (2013) reported that women 
complained about the fathers of their children who after divorce, ‘irrespective of their financial 
standing, refused to pay their former wives allowances for the children, as they did not want the 
women to ‘benefit from them financially, especially if they had remarried … In cases where the 
mother had remarried, it was common for their new husband to refuse to pay for the upkeep of 
children from a former marriage’ (p. 1095). 
 
The above offers a snippet of the complexity of life in traditional rural sub-Saharan Africa and 
reiterates the observation made by Green and Hulme (2005), that an ‘income-based 
understanding of poverty is scaled down in the assumption that poor households can escape 
poverty through increasing incomes’ (p. 868).  In the abovementioned cases, it is not necessarily 
about the income, but rather traditional gender roles that come into play and put barriers in the 
way of household income flows. This reiterates a point made throughout this thesis: that the 
policy framework and its proponents make assumptions about the sub-Saharan African context 
and grossly overlooks the multidimensional facets of poverty. 
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Moreover, these cases highlight the importance of empowering and educating women in sub-
Saharan Africa, since an education and/or an increase in their income was more likely to have 
an immediate impact on the welfare of their children.  According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), ‘when women have more influence over economic decisions, their families 
allocate more income to food, health, education, children’s clothing and children’s nutrition.’ 
(m, 2011: 43). Children in sub-Saharan Africa have, historically, been portrayed as extensions 
of their mothers, which helps to explain why in a state of vulnerability, a woman will be more 
likely to enlist the assistance of her child. Findings from interviews also confirm the non-
individualistic nature of rural households, whereby the best interests of everyone in the 
household are prioritised over the individual interests of one child. For example, a 17-year-old 
girl who claimed she had just graduated from JSS and had decided to ‘learn a trade’, was 
convinced by her mother to join her at the galamsey site to work and pay for her younger 
siblings’ education while simultaneously saving for the application fee.  
 
Failure to unpack the WFCL narrative in rural sub-Saharan Africa using experiences such as 
these has had a major influence on the way parents are perceived to be contributing to the child 
labour ‘problem’.  
 
5.5.2 Parental views on the value of education 
The analysis in the previous section shows that in rural sub-Saharan Africa, the needs of children 
are not prioritised because they do not supersede those of other household members. This section 
of the chapter builds on this analysis by exploring the idea that parents’ lack of education 
restricted their understanding of the value of education. 
Adonteng-Kissi (2018) observes that in rural Ghana, there were exceptions to the value placed 
on education and it had to be within reason of societal expectations. This was especially evident 
during the course of fieldwork, especially when observing parents’ reaction to the suggestion 
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that their children ‘missed’ school to go to work. The following statement is a fair representation 
of most parents’ response to this allegation:  
Sometimes during PTA meetings, they even advise we should allow the children to come 
to school instead of the galamsey sites. But for my children I take them to the galamsey 
site but no one stays in the house. They all go to school.96 
 
There was no question that the majority of parents were against their children missing school to 
go the site. A grandmother explained the lengths she had gone to in order to ensure that her 
grandson was at school during school hours: 
Yes, he’s been doing that. But when I catch him, I will drag him to the school and there 
was one occasion I struggled with him on their school field and I even fell and soiled my 
clothes. I said I wouldn’t allow him to go to the site. If I didn’t go to school my grandchild 
should.97 
 
Furthermore, in Kedadwen, the chief98 had given a group of committee members the authority 
to punish children who were found at the site to deal with the truancy problem. However, he was 
supportive of children, mainly boys, in getting a Saturday job at the local sump. In his view, this 
job was safe and suitable for children, despite the use of mercury, which a selection of studies, 
mentioned in Chapter 1 (Section 1.2), has identified as a dangerous chemical substance. 
Considering that resources are already scarce in the communities involved in this research study, 
an opportunity to go to school, which most primary carers had missed, could potentially change 
the fate of the entire household. In a non-welfarist system, which did little to take care of the 
elderly population, children’s financial success is vital to the kinship network. It ensures that 
parents or carers are reimbursed for the years they ‘suffered’ for their children. 
 
Where the debate on the link between a basic education and increased human capital becomes 
particularly complex is the view that outside of school hours, children were still expected to 
fulfil all the duties they were unable to fulfil as a result of attending school. Some parents clearly 
                                                 
96 Interview transcript,Parent, 6 June 2015 
97 Interview transcript, Grandmother, 30 June 2015 
98 Interview transcript, 12.07.2015 
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understood the impact galamsey work had on children’s bodies, so only reserved it for school 
vacations. However, children still participated in other household chores before school or after 
school, and some even worked well into the night to support family businesses to the detriment 
of crucial study time.  One child explained how such work could have negative consequences in 
the classroom the next day: 
 
Researcher: And what do you enjoy most about school? 
Girl: Learning 
Boy 1: Same thing 
Boy 2: Learning but when they teach some of my mates don’t revise when they go home 
so the next day when the teacher asks and you don’t know he canes them. 
 
Nonetheless, the idea of completely foregoing earnings for the duration of Free Compulsory 
Basic Education (FCUBE) was inconceivable because covering basic needs such as food, 
clothing and shelter still had to be met.  
 
Thus, while parents certainly valued education and were doing whatever it took to keep their 
children in school, it became quickly apparent that education was not identified as an individual 
right.  It rather still had to ‘fit’ in within the wider sociocultural context. Some roles were 
reserved for children, meaning that their absence from the household did not transfer their 
responsibility to an adult member as would be expected.  It simply meant that children had to 
learn to juggle multiple tasks which could be detrimental to their learning and development.  
 
This helps to explain why parents, as much as it appears that they valued the time their children 
spend in school, did little else to follow-up or encourage ‘formal’ learning beyond the classroom. 
These observations support research that has shown that households in developing countries 
adjust the school attendance and labour force participation of their children to absorb the impact 
of negative shocks (Guarcello et al., 2003; Jacoby and Skoufias, 1997). 
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5.5.3 Shifting patterns of parental authority 
Since the first decade of the twentieth century, parents have gradually lost their authority over 
their subordinate children (Jamieson and Toynbee, 1990). In rural sub-Saharan Africa, where 
Western influence remains minimal, this very idea has been widely condemned. Children are 
still generally viewed as the lowest class in the region, and their opinions or feelings are rarely 
considered in the adult sphere (Kaye, 1962; Imoh, 2014).  
 
Here, the use of corporal punishment without parental approval to dissuade young boys and girls 
from going to the site, or from staying up late at night is just one of the examples of how children 
are considered to belong to a wider societal group as opposed to individuals who are a part of 
the nuclear family. However, the parental response to punishment administered by the 
community leader underscore how traditional social structures, which have long been built upon 
the idea of ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ philosophy, are deteriorating, even if it is gradually. 
Rather than respect their community leader’s punishment methods, the parents interviewed 
challenged his authority and insulted the people who had inflicted punishment on their children 
for working in ASM.  It may be the case that kinship power hierarchies are slowly losing their 
value because Western-influenced policies, which now determine how societies function, only 
operate well with a modernised family model (Hickel, 2014).  
 
Based on the radical measures being employed by community leaders, it is clear that there were 
concerns that children started to make bad choices once getting their hands on galamsey money. 
Parents explained that their children, especially boys, succumbed to peer pressure to work in the 
sector because they had observed ASM operators buying ‘flashy’ cars with their income. A 
mother who was approaching her retirement age believed that she made a mistake by allowing 
her older son to enter the sector. At the time of interviewing, she was doing all she could to 
prevent her other son, a 14-year-old, from repeating the same mistake and was offering to buy 
him a car so he would stop. While it was not clear how she would be able to afford one, the 
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dialogue with this woman does demonstrate the lengths parents are willing to go to in order to 
‘save’ their children from choosing the galamsey career path.  In response to a question about 
what she felt parents needed to do to support their children to remain in school, she stated: 
Ahaa, for a child like that, when he says I need printing fees you give him, school fees 
you pay, he wants this footwear I give him when it happens like that the child wouldn’t 
want to do the sump but if you leave the child in need like that he wouldn’t show any 
interest in going to school. If he says I want to go to the barbers, you have to pay for him. 
I didn’t do that with my children before him and they all couldn’t stay in school. One 
told me I’m doing that to support you, little did I know that wasn’t the case. So, I look at 
my son Ebenezer and I cry. He began doing unnecessary things as soon as he got 
involved in the galamsey and began getting money, he wouldn’t listen to me, his 
behaviour totally changed.99 
 
Similarly, in an interview with an aunt who had been given custody of her brother’s children 
after his untimely death nearly a decade before, she expressed her disappointment in her niece 
who preferred to go to the mine instead of helping her to run her food stall: 
If only she helps me that will be ok because I take care of her. It is only on two occasions 
she’s paid her classes fees. I’ve been doing everything paying the fees and the classes 
fees. The father died when she was very small, and I’ve been taking care of her since. 
So, if she stops and helps me with the food business, I will continue paying them.100 
 
In the context of the ideas linked to child socialisation in rural sub-Saharan Africa, outlined in 
Chapter 2, it is understandable why primary carers would express disappointment in their 
children, as respecting parents and elders is as the core of this process. Jamieson and Toynbee 
(1990) offer a great insight on the root cause of this intra-household power struggle between 
parents and children: 
The fundamental basis for parental power lies in their control of resources. Parent have 
access to a wealth of material resources not directly available to the child. At the outset 
parents have vastly superior strength which makes physical coercion possible. In 
addition, they have the intellectual ability to outwit their children and they may also draw 
on emotional sanctions. [p. 88] 
 
Based on this reasoning, the loss of parental authority in ASM communities has been influenced 
by two factors.  The first is how children have, through their work in the sector, acquired more 
                                                 
99 Interview transcript, Mother, 15 July 2015 
100 Interview transcript, Aunt and Niece, 17 July 2015 
180  
  
financial resources than their parents’, often having the primary responsibility to provide food 
for the entire household, especially in cases where their primary carer was elderly or sick.  A 
direct consequence of this new power dynamic is captured in the following exchange with a 
teacher, who empathises with children who use their ‘earner’ status to control their parents:  
Teacher 3: Eeeh [sic] because if I’m a child and I’m supposed to cater for my mom or 
my father, I have to control you. 
Researcher: So, who has control is the one winning the bread? 
Teacher 3: Eeeh [sic] that is how it works in Africa.101 
 
The second is how most of these children had a higher level of education than their parents, 
which meant that they were in the position to ‘outwit’ and even use their knowledge of the law 
to threaten them. The next section of the chapter aims to capture in greater detail the perspective 
of children with regards to their education. 
  
                                                 
101 Interview transcript, JHS Teachers, 15 July 2015 
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6 ‘MINING FOR TEXTBOOKS’: THE IMPACT OF CHILD 
LABOUR ON SCHOOL ENROLMENT 
6.1 Introduction  
 
This chapter, the final of three analysis chapters, specifically addresses Objective 4 of this thesis 
(‘to provide a more nuanced understanding of the impact children’s work in ASM communities 
(both onsite and offsite) has on children’s (both girls’ and boys’) educations’). It contributes to 
the child labour debate in rural sub-Saharan Africa that has evolved over the past three decades 
by offering fresh insights on why children take up employment in ASM. The chapter examines 
the logic of children’s work and its compatibility with compulsory education, situating it within 
the broader spectrum of ‘child rights’ as a key objective of international development in the past 
three decades. 
 
Western Europe’s success with eradicating child labour in the nineteenth century has been 
ascribed to compulsory formal education. Not only did education help to develop the idea that 
childhood and adulthood were two separate stages in one’s life, but it was also responsible, 
through the increase of the compulsory school leaving age, for elongating the phase for the 
former, thus delaying the age individuals entered the labour market (Cunningham, 2005). It is 
important to reiterate here that this ‘realisation’ – conceived over a century ago in the Western 
world – has influenced the approach donor organisations and their implementation partners have 
chosen to address the child labour problem in sub-Saharan Africa. Today, and as stipulated 
throughout Chapter 2, providing access to a free basic education is at the core of the international 
policy framework tackling child labour because of its expected returns (Colclough, 1982; 
Schultz, 1988). It is also enshrined in Sustainable Development Goal 4, which calls for UN 
Member States to ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all’ (See Table 4.1). 
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Over the past two decades, promulgated by the popularity of the UNCRC, anxieties about the 
lack of childhoods in the developing world have risen dramatically. Particularly concerning has 
been the alleged exploitation of children in the labour market to benefit profit-driven 
multinationals in the West such as automobile, confectionary, tobacco and fashion companies.  
In response to these concerns, governments in sub-Saharan Africa, which together, have the 
highest concentrations of child labour in the world, ratified the UNCRC and the WFCL 
Convention (C182). In addition, they have provided the ILO and its sister UN agencies with a 
platform to operate in their countries, and to do whatever it takes to give children back their 
‘lost’ childhoods. 
 
As this group of donor institutions and their implementation partners work to reclaim ‘lost’ 
childhoods in sub-Saharan Africa, a number of questions have emerged, notably: What is the 
impact of child labour on education? Where are children, when they are not in school? and Is 
child labour compatible with education?  The general consensus so far is that child labour is a 
trade-off for education (Baland and Robinson, 2000; Ravalion and Wodon, 2000). However, as 
the study of Africa and Africans goes through a process of decolonisation, other perspectives 
have started to emerge, grounded in the position that children are fulfilling both their social 
responsibility to work for their subsistence unit, and their civic duty to go to school and 
contribute to their country’s economic growth in the future (Brown, 2012). Another aim of this 
chapter is to illuminate some of the contradictions of the universal education movement. The 
data suggest that in a context of neoliberal globalisation, a policy framework justified on the 
basis of providing a universal education often ends up putting children into ‘spaces’ 
characterised by new and more complex labour relations. 
 
The donor organisation rhetoric, supported by the elaborate ‘Human Capital Theory’, is that the 
sacrifice made short term with sending children to school is likely to pay off in the long term 
and potentially even break intergenerational poverty cycles. To reiterate, education is now at the 
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core of the child labour eradication agenda: every ILO intervention to date has featured an 
element of improving children’s access to a free basic education. To demonstrate their level of 
commitment, countries have pledged, through Target 4.1 of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), to ‘ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and 
secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes’ by 2030.  
 
Chapter 2 and findings presented in Chapter 4 and 5 reveal sizable discrepancies in the way child 
labour has been portrayed in rural sub-Saharan Africa, and specifically in ASM communities. 
This chapter, therefore, analyses the data gathered by means of interviews and observations, 
alongside material contained in the scholarly and grey literature. It captures perspectives from 
every stakeholder who participated in this research but particularly focuses on the views of 
parents and children because they are the main beneficiaries and/or targets of policy and 
programming. While the literature review identifies the link between poverty and child labour, 
interviews with parents and children, as well as community leaders, educators, donor 
organisations, representatives from civil society organisations and government officials suggest 
that the link is not as linear as projected. As identified in the literature and further reinforced in 
Chapter 5, children’s work in rural sub-Saharan Africa is conceptually condensed in the spectre 
of pre-modern kinship relations, largely sheltered from Western influence.  
 
The literature on human capital offers three potential hypotheses (Canagarajah and Nielsen, 
1999) as explanations for the underlying cause for truancy and in some cases, school dropouts, 
in rural sub-Saharan Africa: 1) poverty hypothesis (Ennew et al., 2005), 2) a school costs 
hypothesis (Cigno et al., 2002) and 3) a school quality hypothesis (ILO, 2016). In addition to 
this list, a case for including a cultural hypothesis is made. The chapter is organised in the 
following manner. Section 6.2 will explore the parental perspective on the importance of 
education. Section 6.3 will analyse the way children exercise their agency in order to buy more 
time in the classroom. Section 6.4 re-evaluates the concept of a free basic education in the rural 
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Ghanaian context, particularly focusing on the efficiency of the Capitation Grant scheme, and 
finally, Section 6.5 offers some concluding thoughts on the themes presented in the chapter.  
 
6.2 The children’s perspective 
Having examined some of the themes that emerged in discussions with parents, this section of 
the chapter examines the personal experiences of children who are the protagonists in this 
research.  According to Article 12.1 of the UNCRC, children’s views must be valued and taken 
seriously by adults, especially in matters concerning them (‘States Parties shall assure to the 
child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in 
all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with 
the age and maturity of the child’).102 While in-depth discussions would have revealed a lot more 
information about children’s complex livelihood trajectories, the interviews were able to provide 
some detailed snapshots of their daily struggles and some understanding of why education 
matters. In the previous section of the chapter, it was implied that the ‘grown-ups’ somehow felt 
threatened by this level of authority children were able to secure simply by earning an income.  
6.2.1 Negotiating the right to an education 
The idea that there is a link between poverty and a struggle to attend school was a dynamic 
acknowledged by a number of children interviewed. However, from early on in the interviewing 
process it became clear, as much as it is the case for their parents, that the link was not as linear 
as it is often projected in the literature. Children who participated in this research claimed to be 
working for different reasons: some dropped out of school to work, some dropped out of school 
because they were not ‘enjoying’ the experience, and the majority combined their work with 
their education.  
 
                                                 
102 ‘United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’ - https://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf (Accessed on 29 
December 2018) 
185  
  
The children interviewed do not all agree that poverty is responsible for school absenteeism. An 
18-year-old youth from Nsuaem who had been working at the local sump for the past few years 
blamed children’s absenteeism on parents with irresponsible behaviour: 
Youth: Some parents instead of giving the child the money they will use to buy funeral 
clothes. 
Researcher: Ok, so parents buy, instead of giving them the money? 
Youth: Some fathers use it to buy hard drinks like Akpeteshie103 and so on.104 
 
The ILO and more broadly, the UNCRC states clearly in Article 28.1 that children have a right 
to an education that is free and compulsory: 
States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with a view to achieving 
this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity, they shall, in particular:  
(a) Make primary education compulsory and available free to all; 
(b) Encourage the development of different forms of secondary education, 
including general and vocational education, make them available and accessible 
to every child, and take appropriate measures such as the introduction of free 
education and offering financial assistance in case of need; 
(c) Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every 
appropriate means;  
(d) Make educational and vocational information and guidance available and 
accessible to all children; 
(e)Take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction 
of drop-out rates.105 
 
To this end, a variety of stakeholders, including various departments of the government, are 
tasked with ensuring that children from all socio-economic backgrounds have access to a free 
basic education, at least at the primary level. At the micro-level, the concept of rights is not 
understood in the way it is articulated in policy, and despite the effort made by government 
agencies and donor organisations, often under the auspices of their implementation partners, 
which have invested in awareness raising programs, there is a certain level of individualism that 
still does not resonate with life in rural sub-Saharan Africa. To elaborate, while it was the role 
                                                 
103 A locally brewed gin, distilled from fermented palm wine or sugar cane juice  
104 Interview transcript, Youth, 29 June 2015 
105 ‘United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’ - https://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf (Accessed on 29 
December 2018) 
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of parents or guardians – in sub-Saharan Africa, school fees can be paid by kinship members 
other than biological parents, even if they are still living (Notermans, 2008) – to decide whether 
the household could invest in a child’s education, they do not necessarily believe that all children 
should enjoy the right equally. This is because an education is not simply seen to be about 
improving prospects for the child, so they could escape poverty.   It is rather mainly about how 
it could benefit the entire household. If a household has limited capabilities, it must be a sure 
investment. In fact, some children consulted did not believe that the right should be granted to 
them, as demonstrated in this short exchange: 
Researcher: Have you ever gone together to galamsey? [Nods] Have you ever missed 
school? 
Child: No 
Researcher: So, when you went last Thursday, at what time did you go? Was it in the 
morning? 
Child: In the morning 
Researcher: So, you didn’t go to school that day? 
Child: On that day I’d already stopped the school. 
Research Assistant: So now you are not going to the school? 
Child: Because I don’t know 
Researcher: Ok thank you. [Addressing mother] Why is she not going to school? 
Mother: She says she’s not clever so she won’t go to school. We’ve asked her to go 
countless number of times but she doesn’t want to go 
Researcher: [Addressing child] Did the school send you out or? 
Child: Myself, because I don’t know how to read and spell.106 
 
The idea that school was reserved only for those who could grasp ‘learning’ quickly also 
explains why in some households that took part in the research – including the one above – 
parents ‘sacrificed’ to send academically-gifted children to private schools or wealthier family 
members sponsored them to attend boarding schools where they could get an appropriate and 
uninterrupted education. The remainder were limited to the dilapidated government schools, 
often working well into the night supporting their parent’s trade.  
 
                                                 
106 Interview transcript, Parent and child, 6 June 2015 
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This explanation provided by a 14-year-old girl who was still in the fifth year of primary school 
(P5) was fairly representative of the responses given by children who rarely missed school on a 
school day: ‘The day I don’t come to school then it means there is something I have to pay in 
school that I don’t readily have the money so I have to go work for it’. It is interesting to highlight 
how many children such as this girl often completely assumed the responsibility of paying for 
their school-related costs. She does not shift the responsibility to her parents, nor does she give 
any indication that she intends on asking them for the money. This contradicts the perceived 
legal responsibility of primary carers – influenced by Western ideologies (Section 4.2) – to 
prioritise the best interest of the child, ‘in any matter concerned with a child’.107 Moreover, many 
children claimed that their presence in the classroom was a demonstration of their parents’ 
willingness to give up the crucial labour input of their children on the farm or at home so they 
could get an education. A boy, also in P5, explained that ‘my parents have really suffered for 
me so if I am working to take care of them, I don’t think it is wrong’. Watching their parents 
struggle financially to put food on the table made some children feel guilty and often left them 
feeling like they did not want to be a financial burden to them.  
 
It was also interesting to observe that the feeling of being a burden to primary carers was more 
common among children who were living with family members other than their biological 
parents. Child fosterage in West Africa is a common practice among kinship members and 
allows them to share the responsibility of child rearing. However, it challenges the ‘Western 
family paradigm according to which child welfare is best ensured when the child lives with both 
parents’ (Serra, 2009: 158). A boy who lives with his sister admitted to having exercised his 
agency to enter the ASM sector because she had many children and he did not want to be a 
burden. Similarly, a girl whose aunt was against her going to the site to head-load while her 
                                                 
107  The Children’s Act, 1998 – Ghana 
http://www.unesco.org/education/edurights/media/docs/f7a7a002205e07fbf119bc00c8bd3208a438b37f.pdf 
(Accessed 29 December 2018) 
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chop bar business needed assistance said, ‘I go there to make some money to buy the things I 
need so that I don’t become a burden’.108  A study on the experiences of children in child 
fosterage agreements in East Cameroon (Notermans, 2008) showed that while it was beneficial 
for the adults, the children did not always have positive experiences. This could go a long way 
towards explaining why children in this study did not want to add burden to an already-tense 
living arrangement. 
 
6.2.2 Children’s agency: Taking the road less travelled 
Children, it seemed, were being chastised by the ‘educated’ adults – namely teachers, and 
community leaders – for having lost respect for their elders by choosing to engage in galamsey 
and foregoing the long-term benefits of an education. While there may be an element of truth to 
these observations, it undermined the efforts of thousands of children to stay in school in spite 
of their parent’s negative attitude towards its benefits. As demonstrated in the statement below 
from a senior teaching staff member, most educators were convinced that parents saw galamsey 
as a faster route to the income they needed right now:  
Because there was a time, I interviewed one of the children and he told me his father told 
him after completing school he’s going to work for money. So, it is necessary to do the 
galamsey work than to attend school because after all, it is money you’ll be looking for 
and galamsey would make it faster.109 
 
While these attitudes were not necessarily picked up in the interviews with parents, they 
certainly highlight the level of agency children exercise in situations they would not normally 
be expected to react.  In traditional societies, in which disrespecting elders can lead to 
disownment (see Kaye, 1962), it takes a certain level of will to have faith in the road less 
travelled. Furthermore, it reiterates a point made in Section 2.3.3 that labelling work in ASM a 
WFCL undermines the endurance and barriers children face in their personal journeys to 
                                                 
108 Interview transcript, Aunt and Niece, 17 July 2015 
109 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 15 July 2015 
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emancipation from century-old traditions, and also demonstrates policymakers’ and donor 
organisations’ lack of comprehension of why children enter the sector.  
 
With their income, the children consulted in this research admitted having spent most of it on 
textbooks, writing materials, school shoes, uniforms, backpacks and nutritious food. In the view 
of Adonteng-Kissi (2018), while government schools in rural Ghana generally do not have any 
rules stipulating that children should be sent home for not wearing appropriate uniform, those 
who did not were often punished severely, which justified the choice of staying at home. Thus, 
the extra 10 GHc they earned in a week, although perhaps not making any significant impact on 
household income, certainly improved the child’s schooling experience. Nieuwenhuys (1996) 
captures the paradoxical nature of ‘compulsory’ education brilliantly in the following short 
statement: 
The high costs of schooling, including the need to look respectable in dress and 
appearance, incites poor children to engage in remunerative work, which contradicts the 
belief that compulsory education would work as an antidote to child labor (p.245). 
 
This once again highlights one of the major shortcomings of international policies and 
intervention programmes which assume that poor people can be grouped into a single socio-
economic group. Within their confined spaces, it seems that children are still able to exercise 
their agency. While their choices do not necessarily align with the policy framework in place to 
eradicate child labour, they certainly ensure that they remain fed, clothed and in school.  
6.3.3 Gender and access to education 
While there is no official disaggregated data to break down the percentage of girls and boys 
involved in the sector, community members believed that the latter were more prone to engage 
in the sector than the former. Girls, based on observations and conversations with community 
leaders and educators, were more likely to engage in prostitution to gain access to material needs 
(sanitary products, clothing, etc.).  
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All of the schools that featured in this research have staff who expressed serious concerns about 
how the rising rate of teenage pregnancy, which affects girls’ education, increased their 
vulnerability to poverty and has inevitably had a negative impact on their children’s 
development and access to an education: 
Yes, especially those at the nursery and if you go there right now you’d realise that most 
children over there are children of single parents or mothers, let me put it that way. And 
the ages of the mothers most of them are teenage mothers of which they themselves are 
taking care of the children. So most at times it becomes difficult when there is the need 
to help and if the children are to bring or buy books they find it difficult to bring those 
items. Sometimes you ask them to go and bring it, they tell you my mother is not there, 
my mother is gone to … I mean it’s a whole lot.110 
 
Young men have migrated to Bonsawire, Kedadwen and Nsuaem from all over Ghana to work 
in galamsey, as is customary in most ASM communities. Within a year or two, most would move 
and set up elsewhere, leaving a trail of pregnant girls. Despite the proliferation of ‘Star Lady’ 
and ‘Abstinence’ clubs formed to educate girls about the dangers of unprotected sex, teachers 
were surprised they had little impact. One teacher reflected on the challenge:  
And that is one of the challenges we are facing, and we always talk to them. But it seems 
because we can’t give them what they want …111 
 
This also goes back to the focus on raising awareness in communities without addressing the 
root cause of the problem. As this teacher highlights, to girls, prostitution or allowing men to 
take advantage of them, is a means to an end, the alternative, in their eyes, is far worse. Educating 
young people about abstinence or telling their parents to discipline their children when the reality 
is that neither will rectify the real problem at hand – that is, chronic poverty – is fruitless. This 
is what this young man says about his mother’s reaction to him entering the ASM sector: 
I think people do call it child labour because their parents did not allow them but as 
for me, my parents just take it as normal because my mom is not fit now and she 
can’t tell me not to go because she doesn’t have money to give me.112 
 
                                                 
110 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 24 June 2015 
111 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 15 July 2015 
112 Interview transcript, Youth, 29 June 2015 
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Another way that girls are disadvantaged is through their domestic or childcare responsibilities, 
a point raised by a headteacher interviewed in one of the schools: 
Because they [parents] are saying whenever they go to work there is nobody at home to 
cater for their small kids. So they use the children as ‘watch dogs’ in their homes.113 
 
Childminders in these communities were not common, and therefore, the bulk of the childcare 
responsibilities were shared between mothers and older siblings, namely girls. It also explains 
why girls were less likely to make the decision to go and work outside the domestic sphere. 
Access to education, as will be discussed in the subsequent sections of this chapter, is not as 
simple as turning up to school ready to learn. 
 
6.3 The myth of a free and compulsory education 
The introduction to the Ghana case study (Section 2.5) provided a basic introduction to the 
FCUBE policy in Ghana which, through its Capitation Grant scheme, has made education ‘free’ 
for children from kindergarten to JHS. This policy, which has been in place since the early-
1990s, has successfully removed access barriers for millions of children from low socio-
economic statuses in the post-structural adjustment era, which introduced education user 
charges.  In Ghana, two policies, the Free and Compulsory Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) 
and Capitation Grant, were introduced in 1992 and 2005, respectively, in accordance with 
Article 25.1 (a) of the Constitution of the Republic of Ghana, which states that ‘basic education 
shall be free, compulsory and available to all’. Together, these policies sought to reduce the 
burden on low-income households by abolishing school fees until the end of JHS,114 which 
would: 1) cover the compulsory years of education; and 2) align with the minimum age of 
general admission to employment, which is 15 years old in Ghana.  
 
                                                 
113 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 15 July 2015] 
114 In September 2017, the newly-elected president launched the ‘Free Senior High School’ Program, 
which would abolish school fees all the way to tertiary education.  
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Though the FCUBE was initially well-received, in recent years, shortcomings in the 
implementation process have left educators, children and their households in worse-off 
positions. To resolve the issue, additional monies, often under the guise of Parent and Teacher 
Association (PTA) levies, are being requested by school management to cover the cost of inter 
alia teaching and learning materials, building maintenance, exam printing, salaries and school 
lunches. Given the existing economic vulnerabilities of households which send their children to 
government schools because that is all they can afford, the realistic solution for them is to 
encourage or overlook children’s engagement in ASM, where a cash income can be generated 
quickly and with little upfront investment.  
 
Despite these positive changes, education has become a highly priced commodity in rural sub-
Saharan Africa. It is neither free nor compulsory, despite an ironclad policy framework that was 
intended to make it so. To reiterate, Chapter 2 argued that access to basic primary education 
increases human capital while simultaneously increasing future earnings. Furthermore, it argued 
that the additional expenses needed to gain access to a primary education (school fees, textbooks, 
uniforms, transport, food, etc.) were among the most important parental decisions in rural 
households. 
 
While the impact of education on economic growth and the overall development of children has 
been highlighted in a number of academic studies, the simple act of ‘going to school’ in rural 
sub-Saharan Africa has presented a variety of issues. Furthermore, efforts by donor institutions 
and their implementation partners to ‘rescue’ children from mine sites, has uncovered major 
discrepancies (Hilson, 2010a). Thus, while poverty has a bearing on children’s engagement in 
labour, it is not the only contributing factor.  Institutional weaknesses could also be playing a 
big part in hindering the universal education agenda in the region. Ensuring that children attend 
school regularly, are given a quality education, and are fully taking advantage of the education 
system are other matters entirely.  
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6.3.1 The classroom 
The policy focus on the impact of child labour on school attendance has led to the neglect of 
other important issues that hinder the delivery of educational services. As mentioned in Section 
6.1, SDG 4 calls on UN Member States to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’. However, how the concepts of inclusivity, 
equitability, and quality are understood and applied to the context of rural sub-Saharan African 
is a key to the discussion on the role of education in producing higher human capital because, as 
Hanushek (2006) puts it, ‘when schooling fails to result in good jobs and material improvements, 
children and families may decide that the expense and effort of schooling is not worthwhile’ (p. 
24).  
 
Due to some of the communities having only one primary school, children are forced to walk 
for hours to get to schools, and the weather has a major impact on their school attendance. In 
terms of the curriculum on offer, schools either had computers but no connection to electricity 
or internet, had computers that had stopped working or had none at all. Yet, there was a full 
lesson dedicated to learning about information and communication technology (ICT). Some 
subjects were cancelled because there was no teacher available as demonstrated in this short 
exchange: 
Child 1: the French teacher said he was going to the mother’s funeral and didn’t return 
again. 
Researcher: He didn’t return?  
Child 1: Yes 
Child 2: And since from that day we have not been learning it.115 
 
Nearly all the schools visited claimed the government had only supplied one Kindergarten 
teacher, leaving the community to hire other staff and pay them from their own pockets. The 
only primary school in Bonsawire was positioned in the middle of the community. There was 
                                                 
115 Interview transcript, Group of children, 6 June 2015 
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no closure around the school, giving the goats, dogs and chickens in the village freedom to 
wander in and out of classrooms, which were neither furnished nor equipped with visual learning 
aids. One half of the building had collapsed, and the teachers had recently started to operate a 
multi-grade system as a solution to the reduced space. The playground, which was covered in 
animal faeces, was a breeding ground for disease when it rained and children as young as four 
years old and often barefoot use this space to play. The outdoor sanitation facilities were 
unkempt, and the stench of human waste could be smelled in the classrooms nearby.  
 
In Nsuaem, a headteacher worried about the state of his school and how it did little to attract 
children. Among some of his worries was the damaged iron roof sheets which, during the raining 
season, seriously disrupted lessons and the lack of playing facilities for younger children. He 
also mentioned that they were experiencing a housing shortage in the community due to migrant 
ASM operators. As a result, people took advantage of the lack of closure around the school to 
break into classrooms and turn them into makeshift hostels. He also had concerns about the 
mercury burning kitchen which had been built just behind one of the teaching blocks. Pupils 
were often evacuated from their classrooms when the fumes travelled into the school grounds.  
 
These are only a fraction of the challenges of teaching in under-resourced government schools 
in rural sub-Saharan Africa. Yet, the policy dialogue is still focused on how to convince more 
parents to send their children to school. Most educators lacked the motivation to teach and 
expressed how their commitment and passion for the job was what made them stay against all 
odds. Some of the teachers even confessed to be envious of galamsey operators’ financial 
success:   
And there is something personal I will like to also share. With me as a teacher when I 
was schooling to be trained as a teacher. I’ve been teaching as a professional teacher for 
the past 6 years if I compare myself to those who were doing galamsey while I went to 
school, they are far better ahead in life. So sometimes deeply inside me I regret being in 
teaching.116 
                                                 
116 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 2 June 2015 
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Teachers were left alone to handle the struggles of encouraging children from poor households 
to turn up to class and were doing the best they could to keep the schools open. A head teacher 
in one of the schools had recently started to follow-up on school absences to understand what 
they could do better for the children. He also advised parents to push their children to come to 
school, and while many of them placed an important premium on education, it occurred to the 
head teacher that parents, in many cases, had limited authority, an issue emphasised throughout 
this thesis.  The researcher reflected on the difficulties teachers faced in her fieldwork diary: 
I have also brought with me 12 boxes of chalk (approx. 1200) which I will divide among 
the schools I spoke with. It is a real shame about the Capitation Grant and the irregularity 
of the transactions, which see many basic schools struggle to make ends meet. But I was 
truly touched by the teachers’ perseverance and ‘show must go on’ attitude. The 
government is really ignorant about efforts the population is putting in to keep the 
country running.117 
 
In addition to the government, there were other organisations and companies that often come to 
these communities to offer some assistance but have done little to follow-up on the impact of 
their assistance. NECPAD was one of the ILO implementation partners for the ECOWAS I and 
II projects. According to the headteacher, the organisation enrolled him on a training program: 
Oh, yes we do, and the school I’m the rep here. So even the NGO that I mentioned sent 
me to a workshop at Kumasi. They taught us a lot and how we can send out our message 
to the community for them to understand so sometimes I do organize and talk to them. 
But ever since we finished the workshop the organization itself has not come down to 
even assess.118 
 
Based on the above, it can certainly be argued that the rhetoric on the benefits of education on 
rural sub-Saharan Africans have been overexaggerated. 
 
6.3.2 Shortcomings of the Capitation Grant 
Initially well-received, in recent years, shortcomings in the Capitation Grant payment process 
by the Ghana Education Service (GES) have been leaving the beneficiaries in worse-off 
                                                 
117 Fieldwork diary, 26 June 2015 
118 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 2 June 2015 
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positions. Teachers and parents alike did not trust that the government was capable of delivering 
services efficiently, and this was based on over a decade of experience. Government officials 
occasionally turned up to the community to discuss building schools and implement school 
feeding programs but never returned to fulfil their promises. The Capitation Grant, which was 
supposed to be paid termly according to the number of enrolled children, has several problems, 
as explained here by a head teacher: 
You know public school the policy says that it should be free, they have it at the back of 
their minds it should be free but here is the case there are challenges, the capitation that 
is the money that the government is supposed to bring annually is not forth coming and 
sometimes it can be in arears for about a year or two. But still the school need to be run, 
or we need to do our work. But when all the teaching and learning materials are not 
available and then Government hasn’t brought money for that, we have to seek assistance 
from the parents to purchase the teaching and learning materials so when they ask them 
to contribute, we have something called PTA levy or PTA dues. It is a due that the parents 
pay to assist the school with minor repairs, teaching and learning materials and that. They 
complain and some even find it very difficult to pay such amount. When you meet them, 
they give the reason that they normally say it in the local dialect “abae skul so” how do 
you call it like “why should we contribute so much to government school?” Their 
understanding about these things is something unless you educate and educate before 
they understand.119 
 
Another head teacher explained how the Capitation Grant was calculated: 
We have three terms in a year, so every year they are supposed to pay it in three tranches. 
For example, first term they are supposed to pay the first tranche, second terms follows 
and that for third term. It is Gh¢ 1.50 p per child so you multiply by the number of people 
you have. So, this Gh¢ 1.50 p by the enrolment, printing of exams questions will come 
from this, buying of teaching and learning materials will also come from the same 
amount. And the office will take some percentage from it for culture and sports. So, when 
we go for the money the money will not be Gh¢ 1.50p per child anymore. It reduces 
because the office takes its percentage.120 
 
Not only was the grant per pupil low but by the time it got to schools it was already too little to 
make a significant impact. As a result, school management have been putting pressure on parents 
to support the school financially through the Parent and Teacher Association (PTA), which is 
supposed to be a voluntary organisation but has somehow become compulsory and absence at 
                                                 
119 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 24 June 2015 
120 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 2 June 2015 
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the termly meetings incurred a steeper fee (Figure 6.1). When that did not work, teachers spent 
their own salaries, hoping that when the grant eventually came, they would reimburse 
themselves. 
Figure 6.1 The Capitation Grant Dilemma 
 
 
Interestingly, few people agreed that there was any link between the institutional weaknesses 
responsible for the late payments to the high rate of truancy in these communities. This statement 
from an ILO official highlights the level of denial that exist among donor organisations who are 
convinced that their policies are the best and that the child labour problem can be dealt with by 
simply educating people and getting rid of archaic traditions that did not value education: 
I mean, the issues you mentioned are very old problems and I mean, it’s needless to 
mention that it is not directly connected to child labour; it’s an education policy and 
programming issue so I am sure you have spoken with the people who are concerned 
with it and they would have highlighted a lot on the solutions. There are places where I 
mean the capitation grant itself is a solution because it didn't use to exist, and the situation 
was worse before now.121 
 
The chief of Bonsawire, echoed similar views: 
 
As for the capitation grant it doesn’t concern the children, it affects the management of 
the school when they get money they know the money is for maintenance of the school 
so it doesn’t affect the children either the government pay or not it doesn’t affect them; 
                                                 
121 Interview transcript, ILO Officer, 29 April 2018 
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the only thing is the parents have to give them money to go to school but there are petty, 
petty things; we don’t have money currently, so the community or the leaders they should 
come in and help the school; so that the school can run smoothly. So as for capitation 
whether they pay or not it doesn’t affect the children and I’m not in the position to ask 
why you didn’t pay the capitation grant it is up to the municipal and district. So it is a 
nationwide problem not only our school. If the money comes everybody gets his. So it’s 
nationwide problem not only our school.122 
 
Both the ILO and chief dismiss the importance of the Capitation Grant in managing schools and 
in ensuring that children from low socioeconomic backgrounds are given the right to a free and 
compulsory education as stipulated in the UNCRC and the Constitution of the Ghana Republic. 
Since in the ILO officer’s view school enrolment as higher now than it was before the Capitation 
Grant was introduced then the issue lies elsewhere – not with the government or the Bretton 
Woods-backed structural adjustment programs that introduced user chargers that would render 
education an elitist pursuit. On the other hand, the chief believes it is up to the government to 
decide if they pay the CG or not, but then claims parents would have to step in to pay for ‘petty 
petty things’, but based on the findings in Chapter 5 as well as the snapshots of life in rural sub-
Saharan Africa shared in Chapter 2, the reality is that for an-already vulnerable household, any 
additional costs have the potential of embedding them further into a poverty trap.  
 
It is therefore not surprising that parents trusted the skills they imparted on their children more 
than they trust the education system, which fails to deliver on its promises on a daily basis. While 
the knowledge of how to run errands, operate a chop bar, weed, apply fertilizer or carry heavy 
loads of ore is not the ideal exit strategy out of this poverty trap, it definitely ensures that as 
adults, these boys and girls would be able to endure the harsh realities of poverty, and find 
unconventional ways of earning an income to feed their families. If indeed higher human capital 
can have positive impact on national economic growth, then the onus should be on the 
government to ensure that the most vulnerable, have access to education at very minimal cost to 
their already tight household purse.  
                                                 
122 Interview transcript, Chief, 5 June 2015 
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The government has failed to meet its end of the bargain of the FCUBE policy by neglecting its 
duty to: 
1. pay the Capitation Grant on time;  
2. pay teacher salaries on time and in full; 
3. recruit enough teachers, especially at the pre-school stage; 
4. equip and furnish classrooms; and 
5. maintain school buildings 
 
It is unjust to expect poor parents to carry the weight of institutional weaknesses for their 
children to be punished for things outside of their control and for donor institutions to still be 
rescuing children from their ‘dangerous’ work environments, only to place them in schools that 
Carr-Hill (1990) described as ‘dead-end’ more than two decades ago. Thus, based on the 
observations, and interviews with teachers and community members, the governmental claim of 
there being a free and compulsory education system in place is a myth.  
 
While teachers had their reservations about the effort parents were putting in to encourage their 
children to go to school, they still believed that the government had the biggest part to play: 
Researcher: But who should shoulder most of the responsibility? 
Teacher: Government, it is the government because I know there are laws that protect 
children from engaging in these activities. Who is supposed to implement these laws? 
The government and by extension the community.123 
 
6.4 Conclusion 
UNESCO-IICBA (2011) states that ‘the development of any country in the twenty-first century 
will be determined by the level and growth of its human capital which investment in education 
forms a major component’ (p.23). However, the process of educating children in rural sub-
Saharan Africa has been wrought with challenges. A low-quality education has resulted in the 
failure to produce a cohort of public-school educated children with decent numeracy, reading 
and writing skills (see UNESCO, 2011). Thus, while the rates of school enrolment have 
                                                 
123 Interview transcript, JHS teacher, 15 July 2015 
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experienced a steady increase in the past two decades, illiteracy levels are still significantly high. 
Recent data show that sub-Saharan Africa is home to some of the highest rates of youth and 
adult illiteracy in the world, at 29% and 40%, respectively (UNESCO, 2016).  
 
The narratives emerging from the field cannot be neglected. Child labour is considered to be 
inefficient because it competes with educational activities that will increase a child’s future 
earning ability (Baland & Robinson, 2000; Ravalion and Wodon, 2000). However, while this 
supposed relationship between education and higher future earnings has helped to orientate the 
abolitionist agenda, the academic evidence to support this view has been lacking. It is clear from 
the discussions with children and parents that the income from mining, and its supporting sectors 
is facilitating access to primary and secondary education and in several cases allowing children 
to consider furthering their education (see e.g. Hilson, 2010; Bourdillon et. al., 2009; NMFJD, 
2006; NPECLC, 2007; Bourdillon, 2016).  
 
The absence of a welfare system to take care of the rural ageing population means that parents 
expect that by investing in their child’s education their own futures are also secured. Education 
is an investment, therefore low-income households should be given the opportunity to assess 
whether the direct costs and benefits of schooling outweigh the urgent needs of the family (Burke 
and Beegle, 2004; Bedi et. al, 2004). A report published in 2011 by the NGO Human Rights 
Watch, A Poisonous Mix: Child Labour, Mercury, and Artisanal Gold Mining in Mali, which 
focuses on the mercury pollution rhetoric to highlight the urgency of acting quickly to eliminate 
child labour in the sector states that, ‘lack of access to education is one of the causes of child 
labor in artisanal mining’ (HRW, 2011: 64). As mentioned in the literature review, these reports 
as well as a selection of medical research studies (e.g. Grandjean et al. 1999; Counter et al. 2002; 
Bose-O’Reilly et al. 2008), confirming the link between mercury exposure and neurological 
disorders in children and unborn children may have potentially contributed to the ‘paternalistic 
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approach’ adopted by donor institutions and their implementation partners in addressing child 
labour in ASM.  
 
In conclusion, it is apparent that the relationship between work in the ASM sector (onsite and 
offsite) and education is a complex social phenomenon, which must be looked at critically from 
multiple perspectives, if suitable policies are to be developed that can adequately address the 
needs and aspirations of hundreds of thousands of boys and girls engaged in the sector, and their 
families. The government's failure to meet its end of the bargain of the FCUBE policy, means 
that the dialogue on ‘free and compulsory education’ is a myth. The elected government 
representatives have a duty to deliver public services in a way that responds to the citizens’ needs 
and recognises their human right to an education as stipulated in Article 26 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, Article 28 or the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child and Article 25 of the 1992 Constitution of the Republic of Ghana. It is therefore ironic that 
government agencies and donor organisations find it within their remit to point fingers at parents 
who have ‘failed’ to protect the rights of their children, when they have continuously failed to 
protect the rights of rural populations. It is absurd, under the circumstances, to still be discussing 
the role of parents in exacerbating the child labour problem in rural sub-Saharan Africa, and 
their unwillingness to recognise the value of education, when they are the first to bear the brunt 
of bad government decisions, and the first to reorient their livelihoods to meet the myriad 
demands of a government intent on becoming a middle-income economy.  
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7 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
7.1 Introduction  
The failure of the international policy discourse to capture the realities of children’s lives in the 
rural sub-Saharan African context, and its ASM sector in particular, makes critically reflecting 
on some of its shortcomings, challenges and opportunities imperative. The purpose of this 
concluding chapter, therefore, is to summarise the findings of this study in relation to the four 
key objectives identified (Table 4.1). The chapter will draw upon the theories and concepts 
reviewed in Chapter 2, the philosophical underpinnings of the research study (Chapter 3) and 
the data analysis (Chapters 4, 5 and 6). 
Table 7.1 Summary of objectives and where they are addressed in the thesis 
 
Research 
question 
 
To what extent have the dynamics of ‘children at work’ informed the design of laws and policy 
frameworks implemented to address the child labour ‘problem’ in rural sub-Saharan Africa, 
particularly in areas where ASM and subsistence farming are rooted and interconnected? 
 
 
Research 
aim 
 
To provide a more nuanced understanding and dynamic assessment of incidences of child labour in 
ASM in rural sub-Saharan Africa, and to propose more tangible, empirically-grounded solutions to 
combating it 
 
Research objective Relevant Chapter 
 
RO1. To critically examine how the child labour ‘problem’ in ASM has been 
diagnosed in policymaking circles and is being addressed in sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
Chapter 4 
 
RO2. To determine why children, take up employment in ASM in rural sub-
Saharan Africa, what type of work they engage in, and what impact, economically, 
their involvement has on the welfare of individual households. 
 
Chapter 5 
 
RO3. To determine the extent to which child labour in the ASM is culturally rooted, 
and to highlight the implications this has for policy, especially Target 8.7 of the 
2030 Sustainable Development Goals 
 
Chapter 5 
 
RO4. To provide a more nuanced understanding of the impact children’s work in 
ASM communities (both onsite and offsite) has on children’s (both girls’ and 
boys’) educations. 
 
Chapter 6 
 
The chapter is organised as follows.  Section 7.2 briefly re-introduces the research context by 
providing an overview of how child labour became a ‘problem’ in the ASM sector. Section 7.3 
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provides an overview of the research findings. Section 7.4 reflects critically on the impact of the 
dominant policy discourse on child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa. Section 7.5 attempts to 
provide general recommendations to strengthen future interventions aimed at eradicating child 
labour in ASM communities and finally, Section 7.6 prescribes avenues for future research. 
7.2 The context: The emerging problem of child labour in ASM in sub-Saharan Africa 
Why do children in sub-Saharan Africa undertake work at artisanal mines?  This issue has 
captured the interest of policymakers and donors worldwide. The ILO has taken the lead in these 
discussions, committing to deal with the ‘problem’ in a ‘time bound manner’. However, as has 
become clear as the thesis progressed, this commitment has experienced several setbacks at the 
grassroots level.  
The first part of this thesis was, to an extent, an attempt to answer this question drawing purely 
from perspectives gathered in scholarly and grey literature.  It briefly introduced the ASM 
context to broaden general understanding of its association with the current child labour debate. 
To summarize, ASM has grown exponentially over the past four decades due in part to structural 
adjustment policies that were adopted to help countries in sub-Saharan Africa reposition 
themselves in the global market following a series of debilitating economic crises. Today, it is a 
crucial source of income for millions of people in the region’s mineral-rich areas such as Ghana. 
While these policies had a positive impact on economic growth, the opposite can be said about 
their social which have left thousands of households in severe levels of depravity. While the 
region has been historically tied to an agrarian economy – specifically subsistence farming – 
academics have been debating on the region’s changing rural character for at least six decades 
(see Hill 1970, 1997; Okali, 1983).  
Amid this transformation, changes in household structures and livelihood patterns have also 
been recorded, which partially explain why it seems as though there was a sudden proliferation 
of boys and girls engaged in mining. This part of the thesis, specifically Section 2.2.2 and 2.2.3, 
unpacks what Hilson (2008, 2010a, 2012a) refers to as a policy misdiagnosis, drawing on 
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experiences from Ghana and Mali. These studies, which serve as the foundation for this thesis, 
argue that the international policy discourse is ill-suited in a region where culturally, children 
‘going to farm’ is acceptable. Moreover, the author argues that the image of ‘children at work’ 
in artisanal mine camps has been attracting unnecessary criticism from the ILO and its partners 
for much of the last two decades because the context in which it takes place makes life extremely 
labour-intensive, and thus potentially makes the situation appear worse than it is (Keilland and 
Tovo, 2006).  
The second part of the thesis presented a comparative perspective on the realities from the 
ground, sharing the views of international, national and grassroots-level stakeholders, including 
working children. This stage of the research allowed the researcher to follow-up on some of the 
key themes and issues that had emerged doing the literature search. In particular, the research 
aimed to gain perspectives on the various meanings and ideologies attached to ‘childhood’ and 
‘work’ in the three ASM communities where research took place, and survey whether the two 
can be successfully combined without jeopardising the so-called best interests of children. In 
line with observations already made by Hilson and other scholars (see e.g. Okyere, 2014; Jonah 
and Abebe, 2018; Maconachie and Hilson, 2016; Andre and Godin, 2014), the results of this 
thesis also point to the current policy framework to tackle the WFCL being fraught with 
ambiguities and inappropriate, which has resulted in ILO targeted interventions (i.e. Time-
Bound Programme, National Plan of Action) having mixed impacts in ASM communities. Most 
importantly, and as evidenced in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, including the perspectives of those at the 
grassroots level provided the researcher with a unique opportunity to amplify the authentic 
voices of the poor and to contribute to an emerging WFCL policy debate in Ghana’s ASM sector, 
critically reflecting on what implications these markedly different views have for child 
protection policy and by consequence, the business management literature on necessity 
entrepreneurship and ethical supply chain management.  
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7.3 Overview of the research findings 
Overall, the research findings in this thesis point to the fact that few lasting positive impacts are 
resulting from the interventions being implemented by the ILO, its partner UN agencies and host 
governments, to eradicate child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa. For this reason, IPEC 
programmes have failed to significantly reduce children’s participation and presence in ASM, 
and are doing little to alleviate the household poverty that pushes them to the sector in the first 
place. As noted in Chapter 4, to a large extent, the ineffectiveness of the child labour elimination 
agenda is deeply-rooted in who diagnosed the problem and what influenced the diagnosis. The 
diagnosis in this case has been drawn up by the ILO and its supporting UN agencies through 
three key policies. 
The entire policy framework, as hinted in Section 2.2.1, was conceived by the International 
Labour Organisation; an organisation created after the First World War (WWI) to strengthen the 
Western alliances that had united to conquer the Axis Powers. Thus, and as this thesis has argued 
throughout, the entire child labour elimination agenda is influenced by Western notions of what 
consists a ‘good’ childhood – a realisation industrialised countries (namely Britain and the 
United States of America) came to independently, having exploited children of the working 
classes for almost a century to oil the engine of the Industrial Revolution.   
The input of developing countries such as Ghana, which joined both organisations in 1957, came 
much later and resulted in the adoption of the ambiguously-worded and supposedly culturally-
accommodating UNCRC and C182 policies. Even then, the heavy Western influence is evident 
in the way government officials are conflicted when discussing openly about children’s work 
and how it has positively impacted their lives. To the ILO and its partner UN agencies, 
eliminating child labour is unnegotiable – it simply does not align with their core values and 
beliefs. This explains why ILO officials were convinced about the necessity of setting 
measurable standards across the board.  Even when faced with evidence that these values and 
beliefs are not universally applicable, they strengthen their resolve to eradicate child labour 
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globally by encouraging the design and implementation of new strategies, the forming of new 
alliances, the establishment of new goals and setting of new deadlines. At the same time, 
governments which have ratified these Conventions now find themselves caught between 
wanting to compete with industrialised countries and fully accepting that fixing their country’s 
child labour problem extends beyond what the existing policy framework can realistically 
achieve.  
For people at the grassroots level, the choice is quite simply about survival because the 
responsibility is solely on them to protect and provide for their families since their governments 
have demonstrated that they cannot step in to help when they face economic hardship. Supplying 
child labour is often the very last resort, and it is highly dependent on the current condition of 
household finances, household size and the health of the principal breadwinner. Few children 
from this study were regular workers. Most of the activity they carried out occurred on weekends 
and especially during school vacations. According to Bedi (2004), if a child ‘makes substantial 
contributions to family income, or plays an important role in supporting other working members, 
then the opportunity cost of attending school is likely to be high and this may curtail the 
attractiveness of the schooling option’ (p. 5). However, this phenomenon, which Buchmann 
(2000) refers to as the ‘family-economy argument’, is far too superficial because work does not 
necessarily increase a child’s probability of leaving school (Fuller et al. 1995). In the three 
communities involved in this study, the time for school was respected, which is why it was more 
common to find children combining work and school. Parents also expressed clearly that an 
increase in their income would impact whether their children worked as galamsey or not. 
Furthermore, interviews with children demonstrated that work facilitated their access to an 
education by equipping them with requisite monies to pay for school fees, uniforms and school 
equipment (NMFJD 2006; NPECLC 2007). The income also afforded them money to buy 
pirated movies and to play video games. In fact, teachers had complained that these forms of 
entertainment, brought over by the Chinese, were beginning to impact the amount of time 
207  
  
children spent studying at home. Finally, the income also helped to access medicines such as 
painkillers which were extremely useful after a long day at work.  
It was not always necessary for children to earn but for those who ended up becoming 
permanently employed, it was often the result of a personal choice, based on their own 
assessment of their household situation or realisation that there was no viable alternative.  It was 
apparent, however, that the child labour policy framework in place does not consider children, 
in this case persons aged below 18 years to be capable of making decisions that are fully 
informed and that prioritise their best interests. Article 12 of the UNCRC, ascribes ‘the child 
who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all 
matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the 
age and maturity of the child’. While this view implies that children can ultimately make the 
decision to work in ASM, this is further contradicted by Article 3 which gives adults the 
authority to make the final decision. Based on the perspectives collected at the grassroots level, 
primary caregivers have been stripped off of the authority to decide for their children what is in 
their best interests. By sending their children to work in dangerous environments, instead of 
investing in their child’s education and leisure, African parents have unknowingly relinquished 
their right to decide the fate of their children. 
Another key point to reflect on which builds on the points made above is the view that child 
labour in ASM and truancy was often a sign of the loss of parental authority. Policymakers, civil 
society organisations and educators and community leaders, all believed money earned at the 
mine site was the root of this phenomenon. Moreover, this observation, which appeared to be a 
completely logical conclusion, feeds into the policy narrative on the role of parents in making 
bad life-altering decisions for their children. It ironically presents this phenomenon as the price 
to pay for not fulfilling their parenting obligations in the first place. Despite demonstrating their 
commitment to lifting their families out of poverty, parents are still considered to be the main 
perpetrators of child labour, while children are the victims. Similar to the mercury issue, this 
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common observation also redirects attention from the wider sociocultural and economic 
conditions they experience such as the unique poverty trap ASM operators find themselves in. 
In identifying the reason why eliminating child labour in ASM communities, in sub-Saharan 
Africa generally, was proving difficult, all international and national stakeholders involved in 
this study agreed that poverty was an important factor that pushed families to resort to supplying 
child labour. However, because poverty was merely regarded as a lack of income or limited 
access to resources, the intervention programs focused entirely on 1) awareness raising to 
educate communities about child rights and other relevant laws, better parenting, the importance 
of education and the harmful impact of hazardous labour on developing bodies; 2) skills training 
for adults and youth such as basket weaving, carpentry, leatherwork, to increase employability 
and promote entrepreneurship; 3) access to basic education for children by covering the cost of 
school fees, learning materials and school uniforms, to ensure that they had better chances than 
their ‘illiterate’ parents to access the job market in the future; and 4) access to resources such as 
offering families livestock, bicycles and key farming inputs (i.e. pesticides and fertilisers), 
resources that would assist them with keeping their income steady.  
When examining poverty and its link to child labour in the ASM sector, it is important to 
highlight to development practitioners that the way they conceptualise this link will ultimately 
have a bearing on how they design and implement interventions to address the ‘problem’. Based 
on discussions with officials at the ILO and the Child Labour Unit and to some extent, 
community members, poverty has been constructed so negatively that policymakers do not 
expect anything functional to emerge from a poor household. Being poor was synonymous with 
being backward, incapable of making good decisions, unable to reflect on the importance of 
education, and so forth. While poverty, as a theme, is a major influence in how decisions to 
supply child labour are made, it is important to note that it is also influenced by other factors 
that extend beyond the household.  
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While these interventions certainly have an impact, in most cases, the changes they have brought 
about have been temporary because donor organisations and their implementation partners tend 
to address the visible expressions of poverty as opposed to its underlying causes, which is badly 
designed neoliberal policies that promote economic growth while marginalising groups who 
operate at a subsistence level. Figure 7.1 depicts the elements of the unique poverty cycle the 
children consulted who work in ASM are trapped. It also identifies the multiple layers of 
interventions (and stakeholders) needed to tackle child labour effectively.  
Figure 7.1 Child labour - ASM Poverty Axis 
  
7.4 Reflections on the impact of policy discourse on child labour  
Chapter 2 provided an important historical background on the evolution of the global policy 
framework now in place to eliminate child labour. In doing so, it uncovered some strong links 
to Western ideologies on childhood. The focus of the child labour debate thus far – specifically, 
ideas underpinning the discourse on the WFCL – is based on the assumption that adults exploit 
children because of their innate vulnerability and disregard for their human rights (Liebel, 2012). 
While the bulk of the social science field now fully supports the view that childhood is socially 
constructed, this is not reflected in the policies aimed at eradicating child labour, which were 
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conceived with the goal of securing a ‘good’ childhood for those who do not have one. In 
engaging with the debates in the literature, the chapter established that understanding the roots 
of how ‘childhood’ is conceptualised goes a long way toward explaining why the child labour 
debate has followed the trajectory it has, and why it is crucial to engage with alternative 
paradigms to diagnose the problem. The socialisation concept was then explored further in 
relation to the WFCL Convention (C182), the key piece of legislation under scrutiny in this 
thesis due to its direct impact on child labour in ASM. 
This thesis raised key questions for discussion about child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa, 
particularly in the context of its ASM sector. As discussed in Section 1.2 and examined further 
in Chapter 4, the subject has slipped off of international policymakers’ radar despite ASM being 
officially recognised in the UN’s landmark report, Small Scale Mining in the Developing 
Countries (UN, 1972), which legitimised its usage in the international development lexicon.  The 
selected donor organisation and NGO reports that have surfaced over the past four decades have 
displayed a poor comprehension of the African context, leading to perpetual misdiagnoses of 
the child labour phenomenon.  
The legal apparatus that has evolved since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution to tackle the 
problem on a global scale appears to have missed the mark by overlooking the very foundations 
of rural African society. While policymakers have taken care to identify the link between poverty 
and child labour, they have, at the same time, failed to explore the dimensions of this poverty 
and have therefore hastily concluded that the solution to child labour is education. While the 
link between a free compulsory education and the eradication of child labour in the West does 
lend credence to human capital theory, it fails to recognise the wider institutional and 
socioeconomic factors that devalued children’s labour such as ‘adulting’ the workforce through 
the increase of wages (White, 1994; Basu, 2000; Humphries, 2003) 
The thesis addressed some of the dimensions of poverty rural populations engaged in ASM face, 
which would go a long way towards explaining ‘why it [ASM sector] is poverty driven; why 
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operators find themselves trapped in poverty; and ultimately, the underlying reasons why 
children are increasingly caught up in this impoverishment’ (Hilson, 2008: 1244). Pertinent to 
this study is the social impact of neoliberal policies on sub-Saharan African populations 
following mass unemployment, the introduction of user charges to key services such as health 
and education, and the privatisation of key industries. Moreover, it addressed the sociocultural 
context within which child labour in rural sub-Saharan Africa is embedded, which oftentimes 
comes into conflict with the underlying Western ideologies of the policy framework in question. 
The failure to truly engage with ASM operators – at the grassroots level – about the underlying 
reasons for entering the sector has fuelled the implementation of unfocused and/or inappropriate 
development interventions which, for example, assume that ASM operators, if given a choice, 
would leave mining. Indeed, there are several other less-risky activities in which those who are 
mining could engage but as the Ghana case shows, galamsey is still by far the most financially-
rewarding option and thus capable of meeting peoples’ immediate needs (Childs, 2008; 
Tschakert, 2009). In addition, in a region (i.e. sub-Saharan Africa) where the poor are constantly 
subjected to hardship, ‘there are worse things that can happen to children than having to work’ 
(Basu, 1999: 1115). Both adults and children interviewed in Ghana spoke about the fear and 
harshness of ‘going to bed hungry’ or going to school ‘raw’. Food production and subsistence 
farming have always played a big part in rural households, so the fear of starvation far 
outweighed the fears imposed by ‘external’ parties of children slipping and breaking bones, of 
inhaling mercury fumes and/or being trapped in deep shaft mines. In any case, fixation on issues 
such as children’s direct and indirect contact with mercury at mine sites obscures the fact that 
other factors such as poverty were likely to be the primary constraining feature for children and 
their households. 
In these rural communities, where the presence of food being sold fresh or cooked was visible 
everywhere, it was unimaginable that starvation could be an outcome. In the Philippines, the 
ILO (ILO, 1995) discovered through community meetings that child labour was not their main 
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concern and were told by community leaders that a child healthy and strong enough to work was 
a solution to their ‘poverty’ problem. This is an early example of how preconceived ideas 
brought by donor organisations to developing countries made it difficult to provide realistic and 
sustainable solutions for child labour problems in various settings; over two decades on, little 
has changed.  
The proposed research, therefore, rejects the ILO’s claims. It rather supports Bonnet’s (1993: 
377) observation that ‘parents in Africa, like parents all over the world, are concerned with two 
things when it comes to their children: to give them the best they can and to equip them as well 
as possible to face the future; in other words, to educate them’.  A poor rural household exercises 
its agency in the interest of the collective’s wellbeing, rather than solely focusing on the 
individualistic goals and values of a single child (Humphries, 2003). Based on the conversations 
with parents, it became clear that each household was a unique working unit (White and 
Brinkerhoff, 1981) that responds actively to different economic shocks. Therefore, in the interest 
of this unit’s economic viability, children from low-income households were forced to be active 
participants. Most did not have a preference between sending their children to school or to a 
mine site because, in line with sentiments expressed by Dumas (2007), ‘they value child leisure 
but, if they are poor, they may not be able to afford it’ (p.302).  This is not to say that children 
did not play, most children were able to fit in some leisure time during school hours.  Moreover, 
many children could be observed combining play on their way to run an errand or fetch water, 
which helps to explain the head teacher’s view on prioritising recreational activities for children 
during school hours. 
7.5 Recommendations on how to strengthen future child labour interventions 
On 21 September 2016, the Global Alliance to Eradicate Forced Labour, Modern Slavery, 
Human Trafficking and Child Labour, also known as Alliance 8.7, in reference to Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 8’s associated target, was launched at the prestigious Ford Foundation 
in New York. The event attracted a selection of high-level politicians and diplomats as well as 
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the Nobel Prize winner and respected economist, Joseph Stiglitz, all of whom came together to 
discuss the next crucial steps in redefining an international response which until then, according 
to the Government of Great Britain, had been ‘lacking coordination and cohesion’.  Alliance 8.7, 
according to its initiators, would be unique in its ability to draw expertise from a diverse group 
of partners who were equally committed ‘to reaching across borders and meeting the challenges 
together’.  
Part of the challenge at hand and identified was how to change the fates of the 152 million 
children engaged in child labour across the globe.  By 2030, this alliance would work towards 
emancipating these children because based on the unanimous ratification of the UNCRC and 
C182, a decade later, it was clear that there is unprecedented consensus among world leaders 
that child labour is an intolerable violation of human rights. However, like all other well-
intentioned initiatives, this one would join an exhaustive list of ILO-led interventions that have 
failed to adequately address the child labour problem in sub-Saharan Africa.  
Recent figures, as highlighted in Chapter 2, suggest that there has been an increase in the 
incidence of child labour in the region, and despite experiencing some progress in other areas 
relating to child development (i.e. primary school enrolment, child mortality), since the adoption 
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which expired in 2015, several countries in the 
region have hardly progressed at all on most major indicators. According to Lange and Klasen 
(2017) this happened because the goals and targets enshrined in various protocols and initiatives 
to combat whatever ‘issue’ organisations such as the ILO and the UN deem important are simply 
‘biased against developing countries and countries in sub-Saharan Africa in particular’ (p. 128). 
Thus, while some countries are predisposed to win the battle even before it has begun, for many 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, these unattainable goals are the cause of great distress among 
policy enforcers such as the Head of the Child Labour Unit in Ghana, who expressed fear of 
Ghana being downgraded to Tier 3 of the Trafficking in Persons Report. It also explains the 
increasing fatigue among donors, who despite investing billions of dollars in developing sub-
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Saharan Africa, are yet to record any significant outcome. These factors, this thesis argues, are 
entirely linked to the disconnected policy discourse on child labour.  
Until now, the child labour phenomenon in rural sub-Saharan Africa has yet to garner the 
requisite and focused attention from policymakers. The bulk of the debates on child labour, even 
when they acknowledge the unique spaces children occupy, are still ultimately about reuniting 
children with their ‘lost childhoods’. The approach adopted by this thesis, the idea of childhood 
being a socially constructed period in one’s human development process, is not new. The issue, 
however, is that the approach has emerged alongside a globalised child rights movement that 
offers universal solutions to localised problems. Thus, while the idea of diverse childhoods is a 
welcomed development, as demonstrated by the ‘flexibility’ clauses found in C182 and UNCRC 
specifically, ‘most thinking on children’s rights has for a century been based on a homogenizing 
concept of childhood as a biologically driven natural phenomenon characterized by physical and 
mental growth stages that are everywhere roughly the same, even if culturally inflected’ (Myers, 
1999: 40). 
For this reason, the bulk of literature on child labour that has emerged over the past two decades 
has been accused of either upholding notions of cultural imperialism or has been commended 
for embracing differences through cultural relativism.  A lack of consensus on this matter has 
prevented policymakers and scholars alike from giving special attention to understanding the 
drivers of child labour in ASM, and other equally intolerable sectors. The child has been 
constructed as a victim because of Western policymakers’ refusal to acknowledge the various 
meanings attached to work and childhood in the ‘other’ context. In so doing, they uproot the 
problem from its context and tie it to normative judgments about African culture/tradition. In 
the case of child labour, since African culture justifies the phenomenon in many ways, the only 
sensible solution is attainable through the adoption of modern Western values enshrined in 
international child protection legal instruments (i.e., C138, UNCRC, C182).  
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This research did not specifically analyse the impact of ILO-funded child labour programmes, 
although perhaps that would have been useful for future research.  But speaking with donor 
organisations, government agencies and civil society organisations shed light on the challenges 
faced on the ground: the child labour problem is still being chiefly diagnosed through a Western 
lens, and by unanimously ratifying international child labour policies, governments in sub-
Saharan Africa are technically sending the message that they support the diagnosis.  
Sickness, old age, death and sudden job loss among children’s primary carers severely impacted 
the availability of disposable income needed to avoid food shortages in the household, and 
encourage truancy. Therefore, social protection programmes such as subsidised healthcare, 
pensions, and unemployment support could all help to provide a much-needed temporary boost 
to keep households from experiencing severe poverty, to the point where they have to reach out 
to their children to help. Such programmes have been a major success in Latin America since 
the 1990s. The Bolsa Escola programs in Brazil, for example, ‘are poverty-targeted social 
assistance programs that give cash transfers to poor families with school-age children’ (World 
Bank, 2001: 1). The idea is that in return for ensuring their child’s school attendance (90% or 
above), the family is given a certain amount of money to spend on food and other household 
essentials. In Ghana, the Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) program which 
aims to ‘reduce poverty by increasing consumption and promoting access to services and 
opportunities among the extreme poor and vulnerable124’ is the closest social assistance program 
available to poor households. However, as of 2018 the program was only covering 254 districts 
and had only 213,044 beneficiaries; and districts with mining towns were unlikely to ever be 
considered since they were considered to be self-sustaining, and the standard of living there was 
much higher than other areas of Ghana.  
It is important to highlight here, that many of the recommendations such as the ones above have 
been tried and tested in sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere, but the reality is that, ‘predicting the 
                                                 
124 ‘LEAP objectives’ http://leap.gov.gh/about-us/objectives/ (accessed 13 March 2019) 
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impact of different interventions on child labour is far from straightforward’ (Dammert et al., 
2018: 105). This is because, as reiterated throughout this thesis, the problem lies with the 
diagnosis. Given that the ILO and its UN partners are solely in charge for designing and 
implementing these policies, the main recommendation for them would be to review with the 
aim of changing the policy discourse on child labour. While it certainly is important for there to 
be measurable standards and aim for men, women and children to be engaged in decent work, it 
is unjust for countries to be measured against universal standards.  
7.6 Concluding remarks 
Indeed, sub-Saharan Africa has the largest incidence of child labour in the world today but that 
is largely a reflection of how it has been defined – through a lens that abstracts the practice of 
child labour from its wider social context. The tick-box exercises which capture facts like age, 
gender, time spent working, frequency and environment say nothing about the realities of work 
in rural sub-Saharan Africa neither do they explore the alternative to removing children from 
work they engage in out of necessity. Therefore, if the terms were to be reviewed to reflect the 
wider sociocultural context within which child labour is embedded, perhaps the situation would 
be less precarious and aiming for child labour eradication would not resemble building castles 
in the air. 
In response to analysis presented in Chapter 2 on the how the current policy framework (C138, 
UNCRC, C182) fails to speak to the cultural needs of agrarian communities that may have 
different interpretations or conceptualisations of childhood and the role of children, this thesis 
investigated the extent to which children’s work in ASM is culturally-rooted. In doing so, the 
research posits that the universalist principles of the ILO Conventions do not offer a 
representative insight of the African socioeconomic and cultural context. The literature review 
hinted that children’s participation in the labour economy is not a problem unique to the 
developing world.  Based on the UNCRC’s definition of a child, it is almost certain that 
children’s work, both paid and unpaid, takes place in high- and low-income countries as well.  
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However, based on where the debate stands and what scholarly analyses have portrayed, 
children’s work in low-income countries is most likely to fall in the ‘child labour’ category, 
whereas in high-income countries, children are rarely subjected to anything other than ‘light’ 
work that does not compromise education and overall child development. White (1999) has 
challenged these stereotypical perceptions, stating that  ‘the more we learn about the problems 
of children and child workers from research, from practical experience and from listening to 
children themselves, the more we have to recognise the enormous diversity of children’s lives 
and problems; child abuse or exploitation, child work, childhood and its problems are not 
unitary, constant or homogeneous, they differ from place to place, from time to time and also 
according to gender and other factors’ (p. 134).  
Culture is an ambiguous and broad term however the current policy discourse fails to regard it 
in this way. Through the promotion of a universal minimum age and work-free childhood 
approach in developing countries, donor organisations and their implementing partners have 
continued to promulgate a European ‘historical legacy of romantic ideas of childhood’ 
(Bourdillon et al., 2009: 107). Work in rural sub-Saharan Africa is a key aspect of socialisation.  
As Jonah and Abebe (2018) explain, here, ‘a good child is one who contributes … [and therefore] 
boys and girls are expected to perform tasks relative to their age and gender, and children who 
do not assume those responsibilities are considered lazy, spoiled, or a burden’ (p. 3).  At the 
same time, formal education plays a secondary role and, due to its inability to yield immediate 
returns, is often considered to be expendable. Thus, a child’s contribution to household 
production is just as important, if not more important, than their pedagogical and leisure pursuits.  
Defining childhood using chronological age classifications as it is commonly done in the West, 
has potentially undermined African value systems which place importance on participation, 
respect and obedience (Imoh, 2012b). In these contexts, as evidenced in Chapter 5, cultural 
factors are used almost exclusively to define knowledge, attitude and behaviour. Revisiting 
arguments presented in Chapter 2, it is important to reiterate that the importance of the African 
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cultural context cannot be overemphasized because it is within this context that some of the 
perceived abuses of children’s rights occur.  
The child labour policy framework has been designed with the view that culture has played a 
key role in restricting children from exercising their right to ‘at least, education, play and leisure, 
friends, good health and proper rest’ (UNICEF, 1997: 29), as outlined in UNICEF’s The State 
of The World’s Children report. In most societies, the process of socialisation, being taught how 
to function in a particular culture from infancy (Maccoby, 2015), is predominantly carried out 
by parents. It could be argued, therefore, that donor organisations see parents as one of the main 
barriers to achieving their goal of eliminating child labour. However, this view is limited in the 
way it makes assumptions about the level of empowerment and knowledge parents in rural sub-
Saharan Africa possess. Furthermore, it assumes that parents, once presented with hard facts, 
will immediately depart from their culture.  
It is important to reiterate here that the lack of a social welfare system to protect vulnerable 
persons has minimised government authority in household matters (Imoh, 2012b). Nonetheless, 
it is still important to recognise that due to their lower social rank in traditional African societies, 
children have limited power or agency to free themselves from the complex web of cultural 
ideology. Thus, adults are faced with the major dilemma of defining the boundaries of an adult-
child relationship and deciding the appropriate tasks and chores for children to perform inside 
and outside the domestic sphere. The former points, provide a perfect opportunity to revisit the 
question that inspired this research study ‘To what extent have the dynamics of ‘children at work’ 
informed the design of laws and policy frameworks implemented to address the child labour 
‘problem’ in rural sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in areas where ASM and subsistence 
farming are rooted and interconnected?’ To put it simply, only the European dynamics of 
children at work have been taken into consideration here and as long as the African experience 
of growing up is dismissed as too complex or far too dangerous to matter, the process of 
eradicating child labour will continue to face several bottlenecks. 
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With growing consensus that there is no single definition of childhood because the process of 
socialisation is heavily influenced by culture, the same should be said about whether one can 
truly universalise ideas surrounding what constitutes the best interests for the child. What is the 
ideal parent-child relationship and how does one measure it? This is particularly relevant to 
traditional African societies, in which there are unnegotiable hierarchies in the household that 
place children in the bottom tier. But is the Western model, which puts the needs of children 
first, any better? This is a question that would benefit from further research since the answer 
could have a profound impact on children’s lives. It appears that the current policy discourse is 
replete with normative judgments which have completely dismissed any potential benefit of 
growing up ‘African’. 
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APPENDICES  
Appendix 1: Participant Information Sheet for International, National and Local  
Actors (Version 3 22/05/2015)  
My name is Angelique Gatsinzi, a PhD researcher from the University of Surrey, UK. 
I am inviting you to take part in this research about child labour in artisanal and 
small-scale mining (ASM). Before you decide to take part it is important that you 
understand why this study is being done and what I will ask you to do. Feel free to ask 
me questions, if there is anything that you do not understand.   
  
What is this study about?  
  
According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), sub-Saharan Africa has the 
highest rate of child labour in the world. An estimated one third of the region’s boys 
and girls aged 5-17 are ‘economically active’. Ghana has come under ILO-scrutiny 
for harbouring some of the Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL), in its artisanal and 
small scale mining (ASM) sector – this includes ‘galamsey’ or illegal mining. 
However, recent research has revealed that the ILO has potentially misdiagnosed the 
child labour ‘problem’. This is particularly the case with ASM, which over the past 
decade has become Ghana’s most important rural off-farm economic activity.   
  
This study seeks to unravel this misdiagnosis by including all persons involved in the 
sector, from the policymakers (both national and international) to children and their 
parents. The long-term aim of this study is to revitalize a policy dialogue in dire need 
of an infusion of new ideas.    
  
Who is organising this study?  
  
This study is being organised by me, a researcher in the Faculty of Business, 
Economics and Law at the University of Surrey, UK with the help of my PhD 
supervisor Professor Gavin Hilson who has been conducting mining research in 
Ghana and other sub-Saharan African countries for over 15 years.   
  
Why have I been invited to take part in this study?  
  
A preliminary literature review identified the organization/government department 
you work in as a key stakeholder in the child labour policymaking/ policy 
implementation process in Ghana. As such, your knowledge and expertise would be 
extremely valuable to this study.  
  
I am inviting a group of stakeholders that either have professional opinions and views 
regarding child labour, that have funded child labour projects, campaigned for child 
rights in sub-Saharan Africa, or that have been involved in implementing child labour 
policies in various Ghanaian communities.   
  
What happens next, if I agree to take part in this study?  
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I will give you a consent form, which you will sign and return to me immediately. A 
convenient time and location will be arranged where I can conduct an interview. The 
interview itself is semi-structured, which means that although I have a set of 
predetermined topics and questions, the direction of the conversation will be simply 
based on what you consider important to discuss with me.    
  
What kind of information will you ask me?  
  
While talking to you, I would like to audio record your views on the child labour 
situation in Ghana. I would especially like to know how child labour is defined from 
the perspective of the organization or government department you work in.   
  
I would also like to ask you about the nature of your work and how the 
organisation/government department you work in is contributing to the elimination of 
child labour. Some information about projects you have implemented or are planning 
to implement may also be requested, only if it is public information. The purpose of 
these questions will be to understand and perhaps map the Ghanaian child labour 
elimination journey.  
  
What are the benefits/risks of taking part in this study?  
  
Your contribution to this study will increase existing knowledge on the issues faced 
by the government, international organisations and communities when trying to tackle 
the child labour issue. You will help me to identify areas that need work, but most 
importantly your contribution will help me to aid your efforts in providing African 
children with a wonderful childhood and the hope of a bright future.   
  
At this stage no risks have been identified, the interviewing process will be strictly 
based on your professional opinions. All of the data you will provide will be analysed 
subjectively and written anonymously. If any risks are identified along the way, you 
will be notified verbally.  
  
How will the data collected be kept confidential?  
  
The UK Data Protection Act 1998 tells us how to keep your personal information 
secure. Information such as your name, job title and interview location will only be 
handled by persons involved in the research project, this includes my PhD supervisor 
and I. This information will be kept until I graduate in April 2017. However 
anonymous transcripts and notes relating to the interview will be stored securely at 
the University of Surrey, UK for ten years and then deleted securely according to the 
UK Data Protection Act 1998.  
  
This study has been reviewed and received a Favourable Ethical Opinion (FEO) from 
the University of Surrey Ethics Committee.   
  
After the study starts, can I change my mind?  
  
Yes, you can change your mind at any time without prejudice. If I have any audio 
recordings and personal information pertaining to you, these will be deleted of 
immediately.  
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What if I have a problem or a question?  
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me on +233 542 285 307 or 
via email on a.gatsinzi@surrey.ac.uk. If you are not happy with any aspect of the 
study you can also contact my supervisor, Professor Gavin Hilson on  
g.m.hilson@surrey.ac.uk or via his UK office landline +44 1483 686 326 or the Head 
of the Surrey Business School, Professor David Goss on d.goss@surrey.ac.uk or via 
his UK office landline +44 1483 683 116. We would all be happy to answer any 
questions or concerns you may have about this study.   
  
What happens at the end of the study?  
  
The results will be published as a PhD thesis; they will also feature in published 
articles and be presented at conferences. No information that can identify you will 
ever appear in any reports or articles.   
  
Upon graduation in April 2017, the researcher will provide your organization/ 
government departments with general recommendations to aid in your efforts to 
eliminate the Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL) in Ghana.  
  
THANK YOU FOR READING THIS INFORMATION SHEET.   
PLEASE ASK ME ANY QUESTIONS IF YOU NEED TO.  
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Appendix 2: Participant Information Sheet for Parent(s)/Guardian(s) (Version 3 22/05/2015)  
  
Children’s Work in Africa’s Small-Scale Mining Sector  
  
My name is Angelique Gatsinzi, a PhD researcher from the University of Surrey, UK. 
I am inviting you to take part in this research about children’s work in artisanal and 
small-scale mining (ASM) but before you decide to take part it is important that you 
understand why this study is being done and what we will ask you to do. Please, read 
the information carefully then decide if you want to take part or not. Feel free to ask 
me questions, if there is anything that you do not understand.   
What is this study about?  
According to international law, work at mine sites is permissible for adults over the 
age of 18. In short, world-leading authorities have decided that anyone below the age 
of 18 should not be found working at a mine site because it poses great risks and 
dangers to a child’s wellbeing and health. However, it is possible that they may have 
misunderstood what happens at mine sites such the one you work in. As a result, this 
study wants to involve you, your child and some other important stakeholders such as 
teachers, community leaders and government officials to figure out whether there is a 
problem and if there is, how to tackle it effectively.  
 Who is organising this study?  
This study is being organised by me, a researcher in the Faculty of Business, 
Economics and Law at the University of Surrey, UK with the help of my PhD 
supervisor Professor Gavin Hilson who has been conducting mining research in 
Ghana and other sub-Saharan African countries for over 15 years.   
  
Why were my child and I invited to take part in this study?  
  
I am inviting your child to take part in this study because according to the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) he/she falls under the age category that 
should not be found working at mine sites. Having said that, I believe that your child 
would be able to provide valuable opinions about their current or past experiences of 
working at a mine site. There are very few studies in the past that have genuinely 
represented the views of working children, and capturing your child’s voice would 
assist in changing this.   
You have been chosen as the parent/guardian of a working child, because it is crucial 
to understand the parental perspective. As the head of the household, and main 
decision-maker, the researcher wants to be able to pinpoint the exact contribution 
children make towards the household, as well as hear from you the kind of aspirations 
you have for your children.  
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You have the right to withdraw yourself and your child from the research at any point 
without prejudice. In that case all of the data that would have been collected up to that 
point will be destroyed; this includes audio recordings, notes and consent forms.    
What happens next, if I agree for my child and I to take part in this study?  
On your first meeting, I will present you with the consent form, this will also include 
a section that will be asking for your child’s assent, or in other words on top of your 
permission, your child will also have to agree to take part in the research study.  You 
will then need to sign and return the form to me immediately before the interviewing 
begins.   
What if my child does not want to participate?  
In addition to your consent, your child must agree to participate in the study.  If your 
child does not want to participate they will not be included in the study and there will 
be no penalty.  If your child initially agrees to be in the study, they can change their 
mind later without any penalty.   
What kind of information will be collected during the researcher’s contact with my 
child and I?  
While talking to you I would like to audio record some information about the 
decision-making process in your household, how you divide different chores and tasks 
among family members and also the kind of value you place on education. I would 
also like to find out a little bit about yourself and your history, such as where you 
come from, what role you played in your household and what being a child meant in 
your family.   
While talking to your child I would like to audio record some information about their 
name, age, gender and education level. I would also like to ask questions about the 
nature of your child’s work and their general views on how they feel their work 
contributes to the household. I may also ask him/her to describe a typical day or week, 
for example what he/she does during school hours and at home.   
I would like to take some additional notes in addition to the audio recordings if you 
consent.   
What are the benefits and risk of taking part in this study?  
It is important for me to let you know first and foremost that I am not working with 
any charitable organisation or the Ghanaian government, therefore my research will 
not bring to you any immediate financial solutions.  
Benefits:  
You and your child’s contribution to this study will increase existing knowledge on 
the issues communities such as yours are facing. I will use your life stories to lobby 
national and international policies on similar issues so that in the future the help that 
is given to your community is sustainable and relevant. Your child will be given an 
education pack containing some school materials as a thank you for their contribution.   
Risks:  
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There is the risk of you or your child having to recount traumatic experiences in your 
present or past, but it is up to you what you tell me, if you find that any questions 
asked are intrusive or make you uncomfortable, you can tell me to stop. The interview 
can either carry on after a break, we can move to the next question or stop the 
interview completely. This is entirely up to you. I have a duty of care to all the 
research participants and I will carry out the research in a way that will minimize any 
risks to you and your child.  
How will the data collected be kept confidential?  
The UK Data Protection Act 1998 tells us how to keep your personal information 
secure. Information such as your name, job title and interview location will only be 
handled by persons involved in the research project, this includes my PhD supervisor 
and I. This information will be kept until I graduate in April 2017. However 
anonymous transcripts and notes relating to the interview will be stored securely at 
the University of Surrey, UK for ten years and then deleted securely according to the 
UK Data Protection Act 1998.  
  
This study has been reviewed and received a Favourable Ethical Opinion (FEO) from 
the University of Surrey Ethics Committee. All of the data you will provide will be 
analysed subjectively and written anonymously.  
  
Please note: If you or your child reveals something worrying during our discussions I 
have a duty to share the information with a professional. Before making a referral, 
you will be notified verbally.   
What if I have a problem or a question?  
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me on +233 542 285 307 or 
via email on a.gatsinzi@surrey.ac.uk. If you are not happy with any aspect of the 
study you can also contact my supervisor, Professor Gavin Hilson on  
g.m.hilson@surrey.ac.uk or via his UK office landline +44 1483 686 326 or the Head 
of the Surrey Business School, Professor David Goss on d.goss@surrey.ac.uk or via 
his UK office landline +44 1483 683 116. We would all be happy to answer any 
questions or concerns you may have about this study.   
What happens at the end of the study?  
The results will be published as a PhD thesis; they will also feature in published 
articles and be presented at conferences. No information that can identify you or your 
child(ren) will ever appear in any reports or articles.   
I am very happy to send you a summary of the study’s results or I can put you in 
touch with Mr Atta, my research assistant who will be able to give you a brief in your 
chosen language. The research summary will be available upon graduation in April  
2017  
THANK YOU FOR READING THIS INFORMATION SHEET.   
PLEASE ASK ME ANY QUESTIONS IF YOU NEED TO.  
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Appendix 3: Participant Information Sheet for Children (Version 3, 22/05/2015)  
Children’s Work in Africa’s Small-Scale Mining Sector  
My name is Angelique Gatsinzi, a PhD researcher from the University of Surrey, UK.  
I am inviting you to take part in this research about children’s work in artisanal and 
small-scale mining (ASM) but before you decide to take part it is important that you 
understand why this study is being done and what I will ask you to do. Please, read the 
information carefully or ask your parent(s)/guardian(s) to read it to you. I will need 
both your parent’s/guardian’s permission and your assent (agreement) before you can 
take part in the study. Feel free to ask me if there is anything that you do not understand.   
Why am I doing this study?   
International law says that working at a mine site when you are under 18 years old is 
dangerous. However, it is possible that they may have misunderstood what happens at 
mine sites such as the one you work in. I want to try and find out from you, your parents, 
community leaders and the government whether there is a problem and if it exists, how 
it can be fixed. I also want to know what you think about the work you do at the mine 
and what you think the government, international organisations, your school and your 
parents can do to make your childhood better.   
Who is organising this study?  
I am organizing this study with the help of my supervisor Professor Gavin Hilson; we 
are both based in the Faculty of Business, Economics and Law at the University of 
Surrey, UK.  
Why have I been invited to take part?  
Since the study wants to understand children’s views, you would be the ideal person to 
helps us do this. It is up to you and your parent(s)/guardian(s) whether you take part or 
not. I will be asking you and your parent(s)/guardian(s) to read and sign a consent form. 
However, you can still change your mind and stop participating in this study at any 
time, in which case I will delete any information I have about you, including audio 
recordings and notes.  
What if my parents do not want me to participate but I do?  
Without your parent(s)/guardian(s)’s permission, I will not be able to include you in the 
study.   
What will happen during the study?   
I will first explain the study to you and your parent(s)/guardian(s). You will have the 
opportunity to ask me several questions, until you are sure that you understand what the 
study is about and what you will be expected to do. If your parent(s)/guardian(s) and 
you decide that you can participate, I will arrange to visit you at home or wherever is 
suitable for you. I will first ask your parent(s)/guardian(s) some few questions to learn 
a little bit more about them, then ask you questions either on the same day or I will 
make an appointment to come back another day.   
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What will you be asking me?   
I will ask you to talk about the kind of work you do and how you feel about it. I may 
also ask you tell me if you go to school, and whether the work you do affects your 
schooling. And to generally find out if you help your parent(s)/guardian(s) with any 
household chores or if you go to the farm with them. There are no right or wrong 
answers, feel free to be open and honest, I will not be judging your answers.  
What is good, and not so good, about taking part?   
It is important for me to let you know that I am not working with any charitable 
organisation such as UNICEF or the Ghanaian government, so I am not in any position 
to pay your school fees or buy you a school uniform. However there are still some ways 
this study and your participation can help to change things around for you and your 
family.  
Good things:  
1. You will be helping me to find out exactly what kind of jobs children do at mine 
sites. There is not enough information available right now, and with a better 
idea of what happens, there would be better help available for you.  
2. You will have the chance to tell me things you may not have had the opportunity 
to tell anyone.  
3. You will have the chance to explain to me how the work done by you helps your 
parent(s)/guardian(s).   
4. You will help the government and other organisations to figure out what needs 
to be done for you and your family so you can all have a positive family 
experience.   
  
Not so good things:  
1. You might feel tired from the questions I will ask you. However, to help you 
feel less tired, there will be several short breaks and if you feel upset or stressed 
at any point, you can ask me to stop. After that, I will either carry on or stop 
asking questions completely. It will be up to you.   
  
I will make sure that you feel safe while helping me with this study.  
   
How will the data collected be kept confidential?  
The UK Data Protection Act 1998 tells us how to keep your personal information 
secure. When we collect your information we will make sure it is stored in a safe 
place and only the people doing the research study can look at it; that includes my 
supervisor and me. This information will be kept until I graduate in April 2017. 
However, some of the information, like the written version of what you said during 
our conversations will be stored safely at the University of Surrey, UK for ten years 
then thrown away securely.  
  
Did anyone check to see if this study is safe to do?  
  
Several people who are part of the University of Surrey Ethics Committee have checked 
this study and it was given a Favourable Ethical Opinion (FEO).  
  
What if I have a problem or a question?  
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I am available to answer your questions so please contact me on +233 542 285 307 or 
via email on a.gatsinzi@surrey.ac.uk. If you are not happy with any aspect of the 
study you can also contact my supervisor, Professor Gavin Hilson on  
g.m.hilson@surrey.ac.uk or via his UK office landline +44 1483 686 326 or the Head 
of the Surrey Business School, Professor David Goss on d.goss@surrey.ac.uk or via 
his UK office landline +44 1483 683 116. We would be very glad to hear from you.   
What happens to what you find out?  
The results will be published as a PhD thesis; they will also feature in published 
articles and be presented at conferences, but I will always ensure that no information 
that can identify you will appear in these publications.   
I am very happy to send you a summary of the study’s results or I can put you in 
touch with Mr Atta, my research assistant who will be able to give you a brief in your 
chosen language. The research summary will be available upon graduation in April  
2017  
THANK YOU FOR READING THIS INFORMATION SHEET.   
PLEASE ASK ME ANY QUESTIONS IF YOU NEED TO.  
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 Ethics Committee  
Appendix 4: Consent Form 1 (Version 3, 22/05/2015) 
  
PART A TO BE COMPLETED BY PARENT(S)/GUARDIAN(S)  
  
• I the undersigned voluntarily agree to take part in the study on Children’s 
Work in Africa’s Small Scale Mining Sector. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
• I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet for 
Parent(s)/Guardian(s) Version 3, 22/05/2015.  I have been given a full 
explanation by the researcher of the nature and purpose of the study, and of what I 
will be expected to do. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
• I have been given the opportunity to ask questions on all aspects of the study 
and have understood the advice and information given as a result. YES / NO 
(circle appropriately)  
  
• I give permission for my voice to be recorded during interviews and 
understand that this is to ensure that the researcher gives an accurate 
representation of my views/opinions. YES/NO (circle appropriately)  
  
• I give permission for photographs to be taken and/or to be filmed during 
activities pertaining to the above mentioned research and understand that some of 
these images may be used without identification during publication of the research 
and thereafter. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
• I understand that all personal data relating to research participants is held and 
processed in the strictest confidence, and in accordance with the UK Data 
Protection Act 1998 and Ghana Data Protection Act 2012. I agree that I will not 
seek to restrict the use of the results of the study on the understanding that my 
anonymity is preserved. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
• I understand that recordings will be kept for 10 years at the University of 
Surrey, after which they will be discarded. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
• I acknowledge that in consideration for completing the study I might be given 
a small gift (souvenir). I recognise that the Principal Investigator may retract this 
gift if I withdraw before completion of the study. YES / NO (circle appropriately)   
  
• I confirm that I have read and understood the above and freely consent to 
participating in this study.  I have been given adequate time to consider my 
participation and agree to comply with the instructions and restrictions of the 
study. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
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• I understand that I am free to withdraw myself from the study at any time 
without needing to justify my decision and without prejudice. YES / NO (circle 
appropriately)  
  
• I would be interested in receiving a brief summary of the research findings. 
YES/NO (circle appropriately)  
  
  
Name of research participant (BLOCK CAPITALS)   .............................................. 
    
Signed                          ........................................................    
  
Date            ......................................    
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PART B TO BE COMPLETED BY THE PARENT/GUARDIAN   
  
I have read the Participant Information Sheet for Children Version 3, 22/05/2015 with 
my child and give permission for the child (named below) to be included.  
YES/NO (circle appropriately)  
  
I give permission for my child’s voice to be audio recorded during interviews and 
understand that this is to ensure that the researcher gives an accurate representation of 
their views/opinions. YES/NO (circle appropriately)  
  
I give permission to the researcher to take photographs of my child and/or to film 
them during activities pertaining to the above mentioned research and understand that 
some of these images may be used without identification during publication of the 
research and thereafter. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
I understand that I am free to withdraw my child from the study at any time without 
needing to justify my decision and without prejudice. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
I acknowledge that in consideration for completing the study my child might be given 
a small gift (pen, pencil, exercise book). I recognise that the Principal Investigator 
may retract this gift if I withdraw before completion of the study or if my child 
decides he/she no longer wants to participate. YES / NO (circle appropriately)   
  
I understand that my child will have to give assent before participating in this study. 
YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
    
Name of child (BLOCK CAPITALS)   ........................................................   
  
Relationship to child          ........................................................    
  
Signed                     ........................................................    
  
  
PART C TO BE COMPLETED BY THE CHILD  
  
I understand that my parents have read and signed the consent form and in so doing 
have given the researcher permission to invite me to participate in this study.  
YES/NO (circle appropriately)  
  
The researcher has given me a full explanation of the nature and purpose of the study. 
YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
I have read the Participant Information Sheet for Children Version 3, 22/05/2015.  I 
have been given the opportunity to ask questions to the researcher to make sure I 
understand what the study is about and what I will be expected to do. YES / NO 
(circle appropriately)  
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The researcher has explained that I am under no obligation to participate in the study 
and can withdraw at any time before or during the study without needing to justify my 
decision. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
  
If you understand what you are asked to do and you want to help, please sign your name 
below.    
   
  
Name of child assenting (BLOCK CAPITALS)     ........................................................ 
    
Signed                                          ........................................................   
  
Date                                                             ......................................  
  
  
In the presence of (name in BLOCK CAPITALS)      ................................................  
  
Signed                              ........................................................    
    
Date            ......................................  
  
  
Name of researcher (BLOCK CAPITALS)  ........................................................    
  
Signed                                          ........................................................   
  
Date                                                             ......................................  
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Appendix 5: Consent Form 2 (Version 2, 22/05/2015)   
 
TO BE COMPLETED BY INTERNATIONAL, NATIONAL AND LOCAL ACTORS 
   
  
• I the undersigned voluntarily agree to take part in the study on Child Labour 
in Africa’s Small Scale Mining Sector YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
 
• I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet for 
International, National and Local Actors Version 1, 10/05/2015 provided.  I 
have been given a full explanation by the investigators of the nature and 
purpose of the study, and of what I will be expected to do.  YES / NO (circle 
appropriately)  
 
• I have been given the opportunity to ask questions on all aspects of the study 
and have understood the advice and information given as a result. YES / NO 
(circle appropriately)  
 
• I give permission for photographs to be taken and/or to be filmed during 
activities pertaining to the above mentioned research and understand that some 
of these images may be used without identification during publication of the 
research and thereafter. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
 
• I understand that all personal data relating to research participants is held and 
processed in the strictest confidence, and in accordance with the UK Data 
Protection Act 1998. I agree that I will not seek to restrict the use of the results 
of the study on the understanding that my anonymity is preserved. YES / NO 
(circle appropriately)  
 
• I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without 
needing to justify my decision and without prejudice. YES / NO (circle 
appropriately)  
 
• I confirm that I have read and understood the above and freely consent to 
participating in this study.  I have been given adequate time to consider my 
participation and agree to comply with the instructions and restrictions of the 
study. YES / NO (circle appropriately)  
 
• I would be interested in receiving a brief summary of the research findings. 
YES/NO (circle appropriately)  
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Name of research participant (BLOCK CAPITALS)   ............................................... 
    
Signed                          ........................................................   
  
Date              ......................................    
  
  
Name of researcher (BLOCK CAPITALS)  ........................................................    
  
Signed                                          ........................................................   
  
Date                                                             ....................................  
     
254  
  
Appendix 6: Interview Schedule  
Interview length: up to 60 mins for parents/guardians, up to 45 mins for 10-12 year 
olds and up to 60 mins for 13-17 year olds. Time is dependent on how much 
information the research participant wants to share.  
About the interviewee Name:  
Age:   
Gender:  
Date:  
Time:  
Questions for parents  
  
Theme  Example questions  
Childhood  • Where did you grow up?  
• Who did you live with?  
• What kind of house did you live in?  
• What kind of food did you eat?   
• What is the best and worst memory of your childhood?  
• What kind of games did you play as a child?  
• When did you realise you were no longer a child?  
• What kind of ceremony was hosted to welcome you into 
adulthood?   
  
Family life  • How many people were in your family?  
• What sort of things did your family celebrate?   
• Describe a typical family gathering .  
• What was the discipline like at home?    
• Who made the decisions in your family?  
• What sorts of things were your parents strict about? How? Why?   
Education  • Did you go to school?  If the answer is yes:   
• Where did you go to school?  
• What subjects did they teach you?  
• How long did it take you to get to school?  
• For how long did you attend school?  
• Who sponsored your education?  
• What was your family’s attitude towards formal education?  
• What did school add to your life?  
• Did going to school improve your social standing?  
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 If the answer is no:  
• Why did you not go to school?  
• Who made the decision to not send you to school?  
• Did anyone in your household i.e siblings/cousins go to school? 
If yes, how did that make you feel?  
• Do you regret not having gone to school?  
• What did you do while others were in school?  
Work  • At what age did you start working?  
• Where did you work? Describe what you did.  
• How many hours did you work?  
• Was it a paid job? How much did you earn? Did you have to 
give any money to your parents? Did you save? If yes, what were 
you saving for?  
  
Marriage & 
Children  
• How did you meet your partner?  
• Why did you decide to get married/live together?  
• Was there any pressure from your families? If so, what? 
Marriage:   
• Where did you get married?    
• Was a dowry paid? What kind of dowry was it? Who paid it?   
• Was it a traditional, religious or civil ceremony? Why?  
• How did you manage the housekeeping after marriage/living 
together?  
• Who is the breadwinner?  
• Who decides how the money should be spent?  
• How would you describe your relationship? Children:  
• How many children do you have?   
• Do you both have the same ideas about bringing up children?  
• Who is in charge of disciplining children?  
• Who do you talk to if you need advice about the children?  
• Do your children attend school?  
• Who pays their school fees?  
• Do you think school is important for your children’s future?  
• Do your children perform chores in the household?  
• Do they assist with anything outside the household?  
• What do you consider to be child labour?  
  
N.B I may ask about whether they have any regrets in life and to share some key 
defining moments in their child and adult lives. 
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Questions for children  
 
Theme  Example Questions  
General  
  
• What's your name?  
• How old are you?  
  
  
Work  
  
• When did you start working? And why? Whose idea was it?  
• What exactly do you do at work?   
• Is the work tiring?  
• How much money do you make?  
• What happens to that money?  
• Describe to me what you did yesterday from when you woke 
up until you went to bed.   
• Tell me about the chores that you help with at home.  
• What about your siblings, do they help you too?  
  
  
School  
  
• When did you start school? Which school do you attend? How 
long does it take you to get there?  
• What do you do at school? How many subjects are you taking?  
Which subject is your favourite?  
• What do you eat at school?  
• How many students are in your class?   
• What is your teacher like?  
• How were your grades last semester?  
• Why do you think you did good/bad?  
• Do you enjoy school? If yes, what do you enjoy about it? If no, 
what would make it better for you?  
• How do you manage to do your chores and homework?  
  
Leisure  
  
• How many friends do you have?  
• Where do your friends live?  
• What kind of games do you play with them?  
• When do you play?  
• Apart from playing with friends, are there any other leisure 
activities you are involved in?  
  
  
    
 
 
 
 
 
257  
  
 
Appendix 7: Semi-structured interview schedule for International, National and  
Local Actors  
Interview length: 60 mins   
About the interviewee Name:  
Profession:  
Type of organisation:  
Date:  
Time:  
  
Questions for International/National/Local Actors  
Topic  Examples of Probing Questions  
  
General views on child 
labour:  
- Definition of 
child labour  
- Views on 
why it is a persistent 
problem in the 
country   
- Familiarity 
with the environment 
children work in  
  
  
  
• What are your views on child labour in general?  
• What about child labour in artisanal mining 
(galamsey)?  
• Have you ever been to an artisanal mine?  
• What did you think of what you saw?  
• Is child labour abolition a priority in this 
country?  
• When you speak to some of these affected 
families, they seem to share the view that anything 
which is done to help a parent/household is not child 
labour. Could this be a reason why the government is 
struggling to keep children out of the labour market?  
  
Policy environment  
- Ghanaian 
policy  
- Child rights  
- ILO’s IPEC  
influence on child 
labour in the country  
• Does Ghana have a child labour problem in your 
view?  
• How many laws have been passed to curb child 
participation in the labour market?  
• Ghana ratified the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child but very few Ghanaian policy documents 
represent the voice of children. Why is that?  
• In your opinion, why are these policies not 
working?  
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-  General overview of 
the government’s 
attempt at changing 
the situation  
• Are you sufficiently aware of the importance of 
child labour in the Ghanaian economy?  
• What role has organisations such as the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) and UNICEF 
played in promoting child labour eradication in Ghana?  
• Do you agree with the views projected by these 
organisations?   
  
Education  
- Views on 
education  
in the rural areas  
- The non-free 
nature of primary 
education in Ghana  
- Problems 
with  
access to quality 
education from 
lowincome families 
(ie teacher shortages, 
lack of appropriate 
infrastructure)  
• What does human capital accumulation mean to 
you as a policymaker?  
• The families I spoke with expressed their 
concern about sending children to school on an empty 
stomach, or to send them to a school 30-40 km away 
from home on a daily basis when they cannot afford 
transportation costs. What is the national/local 
government doing to extinguish these barriers to 
education?  
• Why is formal education still considered the 
single most effective way out of poverty when millions 
of educated Ghanaian youth are unemployed today?  
• If the job market is not ready to support an 
educated population, why can’t the current government 
support traditional education methods, which have far 
more viable rates of return?   
  
Poverty  
- General views on 
why poverty is 
touching so many 
rural families  
  
• 2015 is the year of the Millennium Development Goals. 
Can you tell me generally what Ghana has achieved in 
the area of universal education, bridging the gender gap 
in school enrolment, and eradicating poverty?  
• What is the government doing to create sustainable job 
positions for the adult population?  
  
Future of Ghana  
• The future of the Ghanaian child depends on his/her 
family’s situation. Based on where Ghana is now, do 
you realistically see the situation of Ghanaian children 
changing dramatically in the next 10 years?  
• What will be the role of the national/local government in 
making these changes attainable?  
 Questions for NGOs and grassroots organisations (the probing questions above will be 
used where necessary and additional ones from below will be used too will)  
Topic  Examples of Probing Questions  
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General  • What is your organisation’s view on child labour 
in general?  
• What about in artisanal mining?  
• Have you been to an artisanal mine? What was it 
like? What did you see?  
• What is the most common reason why children 
are sent/go to artisanal mines?  
Education  • How important is education in the eradication of 
child labour?  
• What is a sustainable way of combining work 
and education  
Poverty  • Does poverty always have something to do with 
child labour? Why?  
• In the presence of rural poverty, what is the 
reality for the thousands of children involved in artisanal 
mining?  
Future  • Do you realistically see the situation of Ghanaian children 
changing dramatically in the next 10 years?  
  
  
  
  
  
 Appendix 8: Risk Assessment (Version 2, 10/05/2015)  
Risk  
Overall Pre- Risk 
Level  Corrective Action  
Post Predicted Residual 
Risk  
Interviewees could be 
upset by interview and 
become aggressive or 
violent toward researcher  
Medium  
The interviews will be held in a safe environment, and the researcher will always be accompanied by a 
research assistant/interpreter.  
The PhD supervisor will be notified via SMS before and after every interview, to ensure that someone 
from the university is aware of the researcher’s whereabouts.  
Low  
Risk of misrepresentation 
due to language barriers  
Medium  
The majority of Ghanaians can engage in a basic English conversation. Based on personal experience, 
children in rural environments can speak better English than their parents because they have been 
exposed more to the modern education system. Those who speak little English can generally speak 
Pidgin English, which the researcher can speak due to previous work experience in Nigeria. However, 
given the research assistant’s experience working with Professor Hilson on ASM-related issues, he is 
aware of certain translation techniques that allow meaning to be retained during the interpretation 
process. The research assistant will be briefed before the fieldwork begins to give him an idea of the 
purpose of the study and the kind of information that needs to be captured.  
  
Low  
Interviewees could be 
affected by the process of 
recounting traumatic 
experiences.  
Medium  
Interviewees will be told at the beginning of each interview that they are not obliged to answer any 
question that makes them feel uncomfortable.  
Research participants will be given the option to talk to a professional about past traumatic experiences  
Low  
Researcher could be 
affected by an upsetting 
interview.   
Medium  
The PhD supervisor is on hand to discuss issues that may arise during the data collection process 
without breaching the confidentiality of the research participants.  
The researcher’s experience of living in sub-Saharan Africa where the sight of hardship is a daily 
occurrence will help to control the frequency of such upsetting moments.  
Low  
Sexual Harassment  
  
High  
Artisanal mining is a male-dominated sector, and whilst visiting a mine site in August 2014, the 
researcher faced some sexually loaded remarks. To avoid similar events repeating themselves, the 
researcher will only go to mine sites with a male research assistant who is familiar with local customs.   
Low  
296  
  
   She will dress appropriately to follow local customs, this includes avoiding tight-fitting clothing and 
exposing legs and arms.   
The PhD supervisor will be notified of any serious cases that occur, and where necessary visits to the 
site will be ceased.  
 
Consultation with women 
and child labourers, who 
are vulnerable groups raise 
ethical considerations and 
may be offended by some 
of the questions asked.  
Medium   
Professor Gavin Hilson, who has who has done research in Ghana for 20 years will supervise the 
researcher. She will be working alongside a research assistant, who has previously worked with 
Professor Hilson in his research and who is familiar with the local customs.  Access to these  
vulnerable groups, therefore, will not be a problem, nor are the interviews likely to cause offense.  A 
Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) check will be completed in the UK before speaking with 
children.   
Low  
Non-adherence to tribal 
customs causing offense  
Medium  
In each case, there is a procedure to be followed in order to interact with people in the field.  Typically, 
the chief must be consulted first, and given a gift (usually alcohol).  This is something Professor 
Hilson has done before severally and was granted access, therefore the researcher should not have any 
problems  
Low  
Sanitation/mercury 
pollution  
Medium  
Artisanal gold mining is an inherently polluting activity.  However, exposure to 
unsanitary/contaminated water and soils will be negligible and non-hazardous, as the locations for 
accommodation are based well outside of the study areas.  Bottled water will be carried to every site.  
Low  
Small surface mines  Medium  
The mines that will be visited are all surface mines. Any onsite visits will be conducted with due 
diligence and the researcher will be accompanied by the mine site owner, a security guard and a 
research assistant who are all familiar with potential risks and hazards that can occur at mine sites. 
Appropriate protective clothing such as boots will be worn to further reduce the risk of trips and falls. 
In any case, all interviewing will take place in the villages, not onsite. The villages are located 
significant distances from the activities.  
Low  
Increased exposure to risks 
of everyday life such as 
tropical illnesses  
High  
Having been to two sub-Saharan African countries this year, I am up-to-date on all vaccinations, 
including Yellow Fever, Hepatitis, Tetanus and Polio.  I will be getting a Rabies vaccination closer to 
the time of departure. Malarone tablets for malaria prevention will be carried on the trip.  
Low  
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 Appendix 11: List of community members interviewed 
Parents interviewed 
Name Location Occupation(s) Notes 
Parent (1) 
 
Bonsawire Farmer (cassava);  
Banku and Fish seller 
9 children 
 
3 children in ASM: 
▪ 15-year-old girl: dropped out of school 
▪ 14-year-old boy: in school 
▪ 11-year-old girl: private school 
 
Parent (2) 
 
 
Bonsawire Farmer; 
Miner 
7 children 
 
5 – 18 years (3 girls, 4 boys) 
Takes 11, 13 and 15-year-old to the mine site. 
Parent (3) 
 
Bonsawire Farmer; 
Food joint owner 
(located on ASM site) 
6 children  
 
2 children in ASM sector: 
• 17-year-old girl –head porterage at ASM site 
 
• 12-year-old: helps to clean dishes at the food 
joint located on ASM site.  
 
Parent (4)  Bonsawire Miner (head 
porterage); 
Farmer; 
Former porridge 
seller 
6 children 
 
1 child works in ASM: 
• 13-year-old girl (started going at 10) 
 
Parent (5)  
 
Kedadwen Food joint owner Full custody of brother’s children since his death  
Niece in ASM sector: 
• 17-year-old girl – head porterage at ASM site 
• Does not approve of her work, prefers she 
worked in her food joint instead. 
 
Parent (6) 
 
Kedadwen Farmer; 
Miner 
6 children 
All but 1 who lives away work in galamsey (head 
porterage) 
• Daughter said she is 17, mother cannot 
confirm it. Another daughter estimated her to 
be 20-21. 
 
Parent (7) 
 
Kedadwen Sells banku and stew 6 children 
1 child in ASM 
• 18-year-old son – started at 14 
 
Parent (8) Kedadwen Farmer;  
Trader 
5 children and 12 grandchildren 
1 child in ASM 
• 15-year-old boy: sluice board loader 
Parent (9) Kedadwen Trader 5 children 
1 child in ASM: 
14-year-old son: never enrolled in school, works full 
time in ASM 
Parent (10) 
and (11) 
Kedadwen Farm help; 
Trader 
6 children 
No children in ASM  
 • 14 and 12-year-old daughters hawk drinks and 
bread in the town centre. 
Parent (12) 
and (13) 
Nsuaem Gold ore 
selector/seller; 
Food seller 
4 children 
1 child in ASM: 
• 14-year-old son works in a sump 
Parent (14) 
and (15) 
Nsuaem Food seller 4 children 
2 children in ASM 
• 15-year-old girl – head porterage 
• 13-year-old boy – ore selector/seller 
 
Parent (16) Nsuaem Farm help 4 children and 4 grandchildren 
1 grandchild in ASM 
• 14-year-old boy works in sump 
 
Parent (17) Nsuaem Miner; 
Trader 
4 children 
2 children in ASM: 
• 16-year-old daughter – head porterage since 
13 
• 14-year-old son – sells kebabs at ASM site 
 
 
Children interviewed 
Name Age Location ASM Activity 
Child (1) 17 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (2) 17 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (3) 17 Bonsawire Crushing machine operator 
Child (4) 11 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (5) 11 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (6) 12 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (7) 13 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (8) 14 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (9) 14 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (10) 15 Bonsawire Crushing machine operator 
Child (11) 16 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (12) 17 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (13) 15 Bonsawire 
Head porterage; 
Trading help 
Child (14) 11 Bonsawire Head porterage 
 Child (15) 14 Bonsawire Head porterage 
Child (16) 14 Kedadwen 
Denied they worked in ASM, even 
though their teacher claimed to have 
seen them working at the local sump. 
Child (17) 12 Kedadwen 
Child (18) 15 Kedadwen 
Child (19) 17 Kedadwen 
Loko boy; 
Farm help 
Child (20) 15 Kedadwen Board loader 
Child (21) 17 Kedadwen Ore crusher 
Child (22) 15 Kedadwen Board loader 
Child (23) 17 Kedadwen Washer 
Child (24) 15 Kedadwen Blanket washer 
Child (25) 17 Kedadwen Head porterage 
Child (26) 17 Kedadwen Head porterage 
Child (27) 15 Nsuaem Loading, crushing and washing 
Child (28) 15 Nsuaem Loko boy; chiseller 
Child (29) 14 Nsuaem Crushing and washing 
Child (30) 14 Nsuaem Sells rice at ASM site 
Child (31) 15 Nsuaem Crushing and washing 
Youth (1) 18 Kedadwen Loko boy 
Youth (2) 20/21 Kedadwen Head porterage 
Youth (3) 18 Nsuaem 
Works at  
community sump 
 
Community leaders/ Teachers interviewed 
Name Location Notes 
Chief (1) Bonsawire Community leader 
Chief (2) Kedadwen Community leader 
Chief (3) Nsuaem Community leader 
 Teacher (1) Bonsawire 
• Local government primary school: KG1- JHS3. 
• Teachers have been there for less than 10 years each. 
• Recipient of Capitation Grant/ School Feeding 
• School building collapsed/ Multi-grade system in place 
Teacher (2) Bonsawire 
Teacher (3) Bonsawire 
Teacher (4) Bonsawire 
Teacher (5) Kedadwen 
• Local government primary school: KG1-JHS3 
• Teachers taught JHS 1-3 only 
• Recipients Capitation Grant  
Teacher (6) Kedadwen 
Teacher (7) Kedadwen 
Teacher (8) Nsuaem 
• Assistant Head (School 1) 
• KG1 – JHS 3 
• Recipient of Capitation Grant  
• May potentially join school feeding program 
• No uniform allowance: They are a mission school, so their 
uniform does not meet the government requirements of the 
universal brown/orange uniform. 
 
Teacher (9) Nsuaem 
• Head teacher (School 2) 
• KG1 – JHS3 
• Recipient of Capitation Grant  
• Not part of school feeding program 
• Not receiving uniform allowance 
 
 
  
 Appendix 12: Policymakers and NGOs interviewed 
 
Policymakers interviewed 
 
Interviewee Organisation Key Experience 
Official (1) International Labour Organization 
(ILO) 
• 20 years’ mining experience in 
Ghana 
• former small-scale gold miner 
Official (2) International Labour Organization 
(ILO) 
• 25 years’ mining engineering 
experience in Ghana 
• former small-scale gold miner 
Official (3) Ministry of Employment and 
Labour Relations (MELR) 
• Child Labour Unit 
• National Steering Committee 
• Extensive research expertise in 
Ghanaian mineral policy 
Official (4) UNICEF Ghana • 25 years’ mining consultancy 
experience in Ghana and Burkina 
Faso 
• Senior professor of geology at the 
University of Ghana at Legon 
Official (5) Minerals Commission Ghana 
(Accra) 
 
• Former director of the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
• Mining engineer 
Official (6) Minerals Commission Ghana 
(Tarkwa) 
• Local consultant to Ghanaian 
universities and government 
agencies 
Official (7) Child Rights and Social Protection 
Committee (Municipal Assembly)  
• Programme Manager for Child 
Protection interview 
 
 
NGOs interviewed 
 
Interviewee Organisation 
NGO (1) Afrikids 
NGO (2) Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining – Africa Network (ASMAN) 
NGO (3) Friends of the Nation (FoN) 
NGO (4) Ghana NGOs Coalition on the Rights of the Child (GNCRC) 
NGO (4) Free the Slaves 
 
  
 Appendix 13: Reflexive diary  
27 June 2015 (originally hand written) 
Chronological age has been adopted by communities through public education aimed at 
sensitising communities about the law.  
➔ When asking I asked, ‘what is a child?’ The common response was that it was 
someone who was below 18. However, when I asked when a girl became a woman, the 
majority either said when she menstruated or when she has a child. Already there is 
evidence of a clash in perception. I said then asked them ‘what about a 10-year-old 
who menstruates or a 14-year-old who gives birth?’ to which a participant responded, 
‘she is no longer a child’. 
Children, when asked how they would describe their job, they say it is child labour, but when 
asked if they are being exploited, they say no because if there was an alternative, they would 
not be in the position they are in. 
The education system is not constructed to be sympathetic to families that are vulnerable. 
Lack of access to books, uniforms, school fees are all barriers to accessing education. Yet, 
children are sent home, caned (corporal punishment). It is expected of these children to excel 
in mediocre a mediocre environment because politicians and other ‘big men’ managed to 
juggle poverty, work and education 4 decades and make it. In fact, politicians I spoke to 
almost glorified their childhoods and somehow got me thinking that they considered poor 
people lazy and/or resourc not resourceful, because they had gone through a similar journey 
and ‘got out’. Is that perhaps why child labour is not given that much priority?? 
The general view is that poor people do not place value on education, and it is perhaps related 
to the way education has been packaged → as a way to get out of poverty. Thus, when an 
opportunity presents itself where money can be earned immediately and deal with relieve 
them from the poverty temporarily, they prefer to take it. What is on offer/available to poor 
families is not an education system that is in sync with the demands of population. The 
system encourages systematic poverty. 
* Vulnerable families (the majority of those I came across and interviewed were) are 
not aware of government-funded social welfare programs. 
Drug use, teenage pregnancies and intergenerational disputes are all symptoms of a bigger 
problem. These problems aren’t unique to mining communities even though to communities 
who that have been invaded by an array of opportunity seekers, it seems like galamsey is 
responsible. The system can be compared to a vehicle. A range of parts are put together and 
to make it run. However, in order But, when the car has a problem, it is hardly the whole car 
which is not w when the car stops from working one day, it doesn’t mean the whole car needs 
to be replaced. A mechanic analyses it and finds to diagnose a problem. Once the problem 
is found one or two parts are changed replaced and the car can run smoothly again. 
However, in countries like Ghana, the system has been unserviced for far too long that 
change it is impossible to diagnose a single problem area. Thus, the best bet would be to 
replace the engine first (i.e. government). 
 Children generally preferred farm work to galamsey work. 
Majority are head loaders 
Boys, 14+ tend to be working with machinery or at refineries 
* Fetching water 
* Sweeping 
* Bringing stuff back from farm 
➔ On observation all the children I meet on the way to communities head load – 
firewood, foodstuffs, bowls (similar to what they carry the ore in) filled with 
cassava, yams etc.  
* Pounding fufu (most boys and girls said it was one of their chores) 
* Several children carry their book bags on their heads 
Child labour 
Light work is a very flimsy concept. There are too many restrictions, making it almost 
seem as though there actually is no such thing as light work. 
* Life in rural areas is labour intensive because of the lack of technology etc etc … 
* Very difficult to narrow work down to a ‘light work’ category 
* Major sanitation issues in both communities (Bonsawire and Nsuaem). About 10 
toilets for over 3000 inhabitants. 
* Government is a FAILURE. 
* There is no actual desire to remain in the job. There is a sort of hope that something 
else will come along. 
Perhaps the single most important characteristic on which child labour is based is age. 
Westerners put high value on having a full childhood. Working children are robbed 
[cheated] of their childhood, a period which is filled with potential. By contrast, these 
children’s parents also did not have this kind of childhood and yet but they are expected to 
not want it for their children. [Why?] 
➔ Parents can work, it’s fine. Even though they are doing hard work 
MEMO:  
Focusing on what I was there to do for them 
I clearly had position of power. Educated, spoke English, came from abroad. They called me 
‘Madam’. 
- What is the main concern of the participants? 
o School fees 
o Jobs 
o Teenage pregnancy 
- Different stakeholders had identical views/shared similar concerns 
o Government 
o Parents 
- Why aren’t men approachable? [Ask Apostle]  
 15 July 2015 (originally hand written) 
In 2015, the Capitation Grant and School Feeding Program are ‘myths’. One school 
informed me that in order to be considered, a school had to build a ‘sustainable kitchen’ on 
the premises. However, given the financial difficulties in the community, parents and 
priorities of parents, they were unable to raise money to build this structure. PTA levies were 
already paying for urgent repairs (i.e. roofs) and other things. 
Asking ‘opinion leaders’ to assist involved several meetings to reach/make a decision and 
often nothing came of it. 
* School enrolment did not mean anything. As one teacher mentioned, the children 
were enrolled and that was the end. There was no parental involvement in their 
children’s education. 
o No checking how children were doing. 
o No assistance with homework 
a) Parents busy looking for money to support family 
b) Uneducated themselves so how can they help? 
What is being promoted in SSA is a basic education that does not guarantee children a 
future out of poverty. It’s a very shallow and basic education. 
The role of education in rural sub-Saharan Africa should go beyond increasing human 
capital. It should be a way to encourage people to better manage what they are already doing. 
It should be used as a tool to change behaviour and attitudes. For e.g. most families I spoke 
with could not tell me how much money they spent on average per week. They believed that 
their income was far too small to analyse in such a way. 
Most thought that farming was not a job, because it didn’t pay a salary. However, an 
educated person can turn farming into a business opportunity that can cover you in slack 
and bounty periods. Education is assumed to be the key to white collar jobs. There aren’t 
sufficient white collar jobs to satisfy the entire Ghanaian population. 
➔ Tailoring/ hair dressing (Girls) 
➔ Tailoring/ mechanic (boys) 
How many of the above does a country need? 
➔ Some tailoring shops have about 6/10 girls sat there doing nothing. 
Salaries from what I have seen in the informal sector are based on the labour input. If you 
did nothing one week you don’t get paid. 
It is without question that the work children do is hard. All the children I spoke with said 
they had body pains all over for a day or two after they had worked at a site; some had 
waist, knee and neck pains. However, they still only did a fraction of what their parents 
did. The pan size used was relatively smaller than what adults used, which is an indication 
that the surrounding adults were conscious that children are unable to do as much work as 
adults. Another thing to consider, when coming to a site, a child already has in mind what 
he/she needs to buy. One girl said sometimes she tried to attempt more than her usual loads 
 so she could exceed her usual salary. In the same way a teenager in the West can ask for 
extra hours up to 40 hours in a week.  
In Ghana, child labour in ASM is not an ‘exploitation’ problem. 
➔ No one is actually forcing children to work. If we were talking about exploitation, 
then it is not a case unique to children. Adults are also paid low. And we must respect 
social hierarchies in such communities. It is either a parent takes care of a child or a 
child takes care of himself. Even when the child is bringing a share to the household 
purse, he/she is still not considered to be the care giver. 
There is an evident clash of perspectives when it comes to defining what age a child reaches 
maturity → read ability to take care of oneself   
In Ghana the average senior high school leaver is over 18 years old for a combination of 
reasons, including late enrolment, gap years, the repeating of some years as a result of poor 
performance. Although at home parents delegated responsibilities to children from the age 
of 3 onwards, they equated maturity with the ability to provide for oneself financially, in 
other words, a regular salary which could only be acquired past a certain level of education.  
Adulthood then in Ghana seemed to differ from being a man or woman. Manhood/ 
womanhood it seems had to do with sexual activity. While being an adult had to do with 
financial independence. 
In the west however adulthood was fixed at 18 years and 21 years in some countries. 
Regardless of whether you were still financially dependent on parents or not, these ages 
were used as an indication of when a girl/boy became an adult.  
Finances seem to determine much in rural Ghana --- ‘Sika’ 
- Money led people to the mine 
- Money led children out of school 
- Money led people to steal 
- Money caused premature deaths 
In pursuit of money, constantly. 
‘opportunity does not exist in our dictionary’ [Very strong statement] 
No one seems to do what they enjoy doing and no one seems to dream beyond trading, 
driving, nursing or being a footballer. 
Education is a western concept and since it has been made compulsory it must have similar 
standards worldwide. The work children do in ASM benefits them – not in the way it should 
but it does. Their books, uniforms, lunch money are all crucial to their learning process. If 
parents cannot provide for whatever reason, then what can be done? 
In Ghana, funerals play a big part in societies. In one community there were funerals every 
three weeks, the event would last three days Fri-Sun. every community member had to 
contribute and attend because failure to do so would mean that in their own time of need 
they would be ignored. A child mentioned that some parents opted to buy funeral clothes 
instead of giving children money for books or PTA levies. Teachers claim this is 
 irresponsible but interestingly this shows how education has the potential of impacting 
other important cultural traditions. Can we advise parents to give up on tradition to give 
children an education? An education versus having the support of your community in time 
of need – COMPLEX. 
 
